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ABSTRACT
Racial disparities in school discipline are well-established in the United States’
public-school system. These disparities contribute to a phenomenon known as the schoolto-prison pipeline. This phenomenon is a metaphor for the mechanisms that push
students, especially students of color, out of school and into the justice system. While
research has examined the causes and impacts racial disproportionality in discipline, no
studies have focused on schools with no disparities. This study used Critical Race
Transformative Mixed Methods to examine school-level quantitative data while
employing phenomenological methods to interviews with 12 teachers using critical race
theory as a lens. Findings revealed that race is a salient influence on school discipline,
even when not reported.
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE PROBLEM
I came to see the streets and the schools as arms of the same beast. One enjoyed
the official power of the state while the other enjoyed its implicit sanction. But
fear and violence were the weaponry of both. Fail in the streets and the crews
would catch you slipping and take your body. Fail in the schools and you would
be suspended and sent back to those same streets, where they would take your
body. And I began to see these two arms in relation—those who failed in the
schools justified their destruction in the streets. The society could say, "He should
have stayed in school," and then wash its hands of him.
(Coates, 2015, p. 33)
Purpose of this Dissertation
The racist policies and practices of schools in the United States contribute to what
is known today as the School to Prison Pipeline (STPP): the disproportionate pushing out
of students of color out of school and into jail (American Civil Liberties Union, 2017;
Southern Poverty Law Center, n.d.). Although researchers have investigated several
components of the STPP, the differences in schools that show racial disparities in their
discipline outcomes with those that do not has been rarely investigated, if at all. In this
dissertation, I will examine school-level differences between schools that show
disparities and those that do not within one large urban district. Additionally, I will
interrogate public educators’ experiences of school discipline – identifying facilitators
and barriers to eliminating racial disproportionality.
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Overview of the Problem
Education in the United States is to be free and compulsory – a promise of equal
opportunity and access (Heitzeg, 2009). This is the promise of access to the American
Dream, of upward mobility and a level playing field. Many students, however, have
experienced this promise as nothing more than a fraud. The first public school in the
United States opened in 1635, more than 200 years before the legal end of slavery (Chen,
2018). By the early 1800s, every southern state had made it illegal to teach a slave to read
or write, and it was not until 1861 that the first Black school opened (Engs, 1987).
Eventually, the prevalent attitudes of most White people shifted, and segregated
education was provided as a method of containment for use as social control (Engs,
1987). Many believe that this era ended with the 1955 Brown v. Board ruling that
resulted in the de jure desegregation of schools. Black students faced attending schools
with outdated textbooks, inadequate facilities, and poorly trained teachers, and still do
(Engs, 1987). In fact, more recent education policies have moved away from supporting
an atmosphere of learning and equality. For the past 20 years, the focus of most school
districts has been on implementing zero-tolerance policies, which increased the overlap
between school and jail (Kaufman et al., 2001; Skiba et al., 2001).
The School-to-Prison Pipeline
In the last decade, the punitive and overzealous tools and approaches of the
modern criminal justice system have seeped into our schools, serving to remove
children from mainstream educational environments and funnel them onto a oneway path toward prison…. The school-to-prison pipeline is one of the most urgent
challenges in education today. (NAACP 2005)
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The school-to-prison pipeline (STPP) refers to the policies, practices, and
conditions that facilitate both the criminalization of educational environments and the
processes by which this criminalization results in incarceration of youth and young adults
(Advancement Project et al., 2011). It has become known as a nationwide pattern where
children, mostly children of color, are pushed out of public schools and into the juvenile
and criminal justice systems. Zero-tolerance policies, (Heitzeg, 2009; Schiff, 2013;
Weissman et al., 2008) school disciplinary practices (Darensbourg, Perez, & Blake, 2010;
González, 2012), and exposure to school resource officers (Mallet, 2016; Pigott, Stearns,
& Khey, 2018) have all been linked to negative outcomes for students, including their
increased likelihood for involvement in the juvenile and broader justice systems (Skiba,
Arrendondo and Williams, 2014). For a model of the STPP, refer to Figure 1.1. The
metaphor of the STPP connects school factors, such as discipline practices, that
contribute to the risk of students coming into contact with the criminal or juvenile justice
systems, making schools one of the stops on the pathway to prison (Fabelo et al., 2011;
Scott & Saucedo, 2013; Skiba et al., 2014; Skiba et al., 2003;).
The STPP is found in schools that criminalize students through zero-tolerance
policies, have a police presence, and use exclusionary discipline practices for minor
infractions (Heitzeg, 2009). Students who find themselves caught in the pipeline are more
often low-income, disabled, and/or students of color, most often Black. It is Black
students who are most likely to be pushed out of schools and into the streets, juvenile
justice, or adult jail (Heitzeg, 2009). Although this dissertation focuses on the use of
exclusionary discipline, which is one result of zero-tolerance policies, it is imperative to
3

contextualize the STPP within the many factors that have contributed to its creation and
continued existence. This includes the de facto segregation of schools, moral panic about
superpredators, and the rise of the prison industrial complex and mass incarceration
(Erevellas, 2014; Hirschfield, 2008; Losen, 2011).
The majority of research on the factors that contribute to the STPP within schools
has focused on the implementation and expansion of zero-tolerance discipline policies.
These policies incorporate punitive and exclusionary discipline practices, such as
suspensions and expulsions. The disproportionate impact of these practices and zerotolerance implementation in general, is also of concern to researchers. Exclusionary
discipline has been shown to worsen already existing disparities (Gregory et al., 2010),
and increases the likelihood of students becoming engaged with the criminal or juvenile
justice systems (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Fabelo et al., 2013).
Additionally, research shows that disparities exist even when controlling for type of
student behavior, family characteristics, socioeconomic status, and other factors –
indicating that race is, by itself, a critical factor in this process (Skiba et al, 2014).
One criticism of the STPP metaphor is that it implies a unidirectional path,
ignoring the ways in which criminal justice dynamics have become entrenched into
schools, and asserting the criminal justice system is part of the pipeline from the
beginning, rather than merely the end of it (Simmons, 2017). The pipeline metaphor
suggests a flow between two separate institutions: the “school” and “prison.” At times,
the separation blurs and these become “coordinated institutions” (Simmons, 2009, p.
229). These may be “prison schools,” such as the one discussed by Simmons (2009,
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2017), staffed by a sheriff and housed in prisons or, perhaps those less overtly prisonlike, including disciplinary alternative schools, which prepare students for a life of
imprisonment (Selman, 2017).
Figure 1.1
Model of the school-to-prison-pipeline

Source: Skiba et al., 2014, p. 552
Rise of the STPP
Throughout the late 1980s into the 1990s, school safety, gang violence, and guns
were growing issues of public concern, and in 1994 violence and discipline were ranked
in public opinion polls as top issues for public schools (Elam & Rose, 1995). These
concerns can be partially attributed to an increase of violent, in-school deaths during the
mid-1990s: there were 44 homicides and 55 deaths in schools during the 1992-93 school
year and 42 homicides and 51 deaths the following year (National School Safety Center,
2010). At the same time, the media portrayed youth, predominantly youth of color, as
5

violent criminals and gang members; this depiction contributed to the idea of the
superpredator, who was personified as violent urban youth of color (Walker et al., 2012;
Welch et al., 2002). Coined by criminologist John DiLulio and propagated by Hillary
Clinton and others, the racially coded superpredator narrative described “elementary
school youngsters who pack guns instead of lunches... kids who have absolutely no
respect for human life and no sense of the future” (DiLilio, 1995, n.p.). The superpredator
myth sparked a national panic in an era when a tough on crime approach dominated both
juvenile and adult courts, resulting in policies such as three strikes laws and a large
number of juvenile court cases transferred to adult courts (Mallett, 2007). As these
approaches gained popularity, zero-tolerance philosophy and the criminalization of
school behavior laid the foundations of what we know today as the STPP.
Rise of Mass Incarceration
While mass incarceration can be traced back to Nixon-era changes in crime
control and sentencing policies, it is often associated with Reagan’s War on Drugs and
mandatory minimum sentencing (Alexander, 2012; Roberts, 2003). The high
concentration of Black people in particular neighborhoods, coupled with broken windows
policing during a time of labor division within unions by race and high rates of job loss,
all combined to criminalize the lives of people of color in the United States (Gaff, 2015).
As the War on Drugs spread through these communities, so did an increase in
unemployment throughout the 1980s among poor Black people in urban areas
(Alexander, 2012; Graff, 2015). Michele Alexander, author of The New Jim Crow: Mass
Incarceration in the age of Colorblindness defines mass incarceration as:
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A massive system of racial and social control. It is the process by which people
are swept into the criminal justice system, branded criminals and felons, locked
up for longer periods of time than most other countries in the world who
incarcerate people who have been convicted of crimes, and then released into a
permanent second-class status in which they are stripped of basic civil and human
rights, like the right to vote, the right to serve on juries, and the right to be free of
legal discrimination in employment, housing, access to public benefits...It is a
system that operates to control people, often at early ages, and virtually all aspects
of their lives after they have been viewed as suspects in some kind of crime.
(Childress, 2014, n.p.)
The term mass incarceration has become shorthand terminology for recognizing
that more people are incarcerated in the United States than any other nation in the world,
and also has the highest prison population rate (Cullen, 2018). With 2.2 million people
currently in the nation's prisons and jails, the U.S. has experienced a 500% increase in its
incarcerated population since 1980 (The Sentencing Project, 2019). In 2012, almost three
percent of all U.S. adults were on probation, parole, or in jail (Glaze & Herberman,
2013).
Incarceration rates did not slow in the 1990s with the election of Bill Clinton. His
move to implement a conservative agenda on welfare and tough on crime policies
contributed to over two million people behind bars in the United States at the turn of the
twenty-first century (Alexander, 2012; Gaff, 2015). In 1994, Clinton’s Violent Crime
Control and Enforcement Act passed, expanding the death penalty and a three-strikes
provision that mandated life without parole for violent or drug-related convictions.
The juvenile justice system exhibits similar trends. Most states and the federal
government began changing laws to make it easier, and in some cases mandatory, to try
juveniles as adults, try younger children as adults, and place juveniles in adult detention
settings (Heitzeg, 2009). Fueled by sensational media reports that overrepresented violent
7

crime committed by youth, the federal government passed legislation that became the
driving force in the implementation of zero-tolerance discipline policies (Heitzeg, 2009;
Meyers, 2012).
Policies such as those named above (mandatory minimum sentencing, three
strikes laws, trying juveniles as adults and placing them in adult settings),
disproportionately impacted people of color and continue to do so (Heitzeg, 2009).
Today’s statistics reflect the way these policies targeted low-income, urban communities.
In 2017, more than 60% of people in prison were people of color, Black men were six
times more likely to be incarcerated than White men, and about one in every 12 Black
men in their thirties were in jail or prison on any given day (The Sentencing Project,
2019). While one in nine men are imprisoned in the United States, one in 17 White men,
one in six Latinx men and one in three Black men are imprisoned. These disparities also
exist among women. One in 56 of all women were imprisoned in 2017, while one in 111
White women, one in 45 women identified as Latinx, and one in 18 Black women were
imprisoned (The Sentencing Project, 2019).
Racial disparities are also present for youth. Every day, nearly 50,000 young
people in the United States are confined as a result of juvenile or criminal justice
involvement (Sawyer, 2019). White youth are underrepresented in these facilities, but
Black and American Indian children are overrepresented. In the United States, 14% of
youth under 18 are Black, but Black boys comprise 42% of youth in juvenile facilities
and Black girls make up 35%. Similarly, American Indian boys make up 1.5% of youth
in juvenile facilities and American Indian girls comprise three percent, even though they
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only account for less than one percent of all youth nationwide (Sawyer, 2019). According
to the U.S. Department of Justice, Black youth only make up about 17% of young people
in the United States but accounted for 53% of arrests for violent crimes and 38% of
arrests for property crimes in 2016 (Puzzanchera, 2016).
The Prisonization of Schools
The crime-control model, which places emphasis on reducing crime in society
through police and prosecution (as opposed to due process, individual liberties, and
rights; Findley, 2008) has become the guiding principle in many American institutions,
including schools (Noguera, 2008; Simon, 2007). Simon (2007) asserts “the pathways of
knowledge and power within the school are increasingly being shaped by crime as the
model problem, and tools of criminal justice as the dominant technologies” (p. 209),
resulting in schools becoming more and more prison-like (Fine et al., 2004; Noguera,
2008 ). Coined by Ahranjani in 2016, the term prisonization refers to:
The transformation of schools into prisons where students' mobility is policed and
severely restricted. Prisonization includes use of metal detectors, police officers
(or school resources officers ("SROs"), cameras, referral of misbehavior in school
to the criminal justice system, harsh disciplinary policies, including zerotolerance, and drug-sniffing dogs. (p. 1098)
Ahranjani points out that these policies and practices have been established in response to
false perceptions of mass school violence. As of 2016, there had not been an increase in
school-associated violent deaths since the Centers for Disease Control started tracking
school-related violence in 1992.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, during the 2015-16
school year, 94% of public schools reported that they controlled access to school
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buildings by locking or monitoring doors, 81% reported using security cameras to
monitor the school, 53% enforced a strict dress code, and 15% used random dog sniffs in
drug searches (Musu-Gillett et al., 2018). Additionally, 21% of public schools required
that students wear uniforms, seven percent required students to wear badges or picture
IDs, and four percent used metal detectors. Another way that prison practices have been
carried out in schools in the presence of security staff and armed officers. Musu-Gillett et
al, (2018) report that the percentage of public schools with security staff increased 15%
in 10 years, from 42% during the 2005-06 school year to 57% during the 2015-16 school
year. Despite the established use of these practices, parents and school administrators
continue to call for stricter measures of control (Blad, 2018; Martinez, 2009), even as
students report feeling less safe as these practices are implemented (Gastic, 2011; Mowen
& Freng, 2019; Perumean-Chaney, 2013)
Police in Schools and the Criminalization of Students
In addition to prisonizing schools, another manifestation of the STPP is the
criminalization of students. Schools frequently control and punish students in the same
way that adult suspects and convicted criminals are treated (Giroux, 2003). Criminal
justice language is often used by schools in describing rule-breaking or undesirable
behavior, e.g. students may be called “suspects” or “repeat offenders,” while undergoing
“investigations” or “interrogations,” as well as participating in school “courts” (Payne &
Welch, 2010, p.1021).
The increased presence of police in schools also criminalizes students. The Safe
and Healthy Schools Act (SHSA) was passed in 1994. One of its objectives was to
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strengthen police and school district collaboration, contributing to the installment of
police officers, called SROs (School Resource Officers), in public schools (Cornnell,
2006; Rosiak, 2009). Between 1997 and 2007, the number of SROs increased 38%
(Petteruti, 2011). These officers are typically employed by the local police department;
therefore, they are not accountable to the local school district. They are generally
responsible for law enforcement within the school but may also take on other duties (Finn
et al., 2005, Petteruti, 2011). Common objectives of SROs include: 1) crime control:
target hardening, detection, and sourcing information; 2) discipline: providing input to
non-criminal matters; 3) mentoring: building relationships with students; and 4)
education: for example, providing instruction about drugs or personal safety (Taylor,
2013). The placement of police into schools is a direct, student-centered link to the
criminal justice system. Behaviors previously addressed internally are now more likely to
result in arrest with even minor infractions viewed as crimes. (Taylor, 2013).
Zero Tolerance
Popularized during the 1980s, the term zero tolerance was widely used as part of
the Reagan Administration’s war on drugs (Fuentes, 2014). Since that time, zero
tolerance has come to be understood as a philosophy toward illegal conduct that favors
strict imposition of penalties regardless of the individual circumstances of any particular
case. Beginning in 1989, school districts across the country have enacted zero-tolerance
policies that called for harsh discipline and punishment. By the early 1990s many schools
used the term zero tolerance to indicate the practice of utilizing severe, predetermined
consequences for student behaviors (American Psychological Association, 2008). By
11

1997, more than 80% of public schools reported having implemented zero tolerance
policies (Brady, 2002). Skiba et al. (2006, p. 26) defined zero tolerance as it relates to the
STPP in this way:
Zero tolerance is a philosophy or policy that mandates the application of
predetermined consequences, most often severe and punitive in nature, that are
intended to be applied regardless of the apparent severity of the behavior,
mitigating circumstances, or situational context. Such an approach is intended to
deter future transgressions, by sending a message that no form of a given
unacceptable behavior will be tolerated under any circumstances. These harsh
policies frequently involve long-term or permanent consequences, including
suspension, expulsion, or possible arrest and referral to the courts. While the
original intention of zero tolerance was to target the most serious weapons
violations, it has been often applied to non-violent or minor rule violations, such
as tardiness.
The implementation of zero tolerance in schools is rooted in policy changes
coming from the Clinton Administration during the 1990s. Shortly after the enactment of
the Violent Crime Control and Enforcement Act, The Gun-Free Schools Act (GFSA) was
passed, echoing the tough on crime rhetoric of criminal legislation, this time in the
context of schools (Cerrone, 1999). The GFSA is often cited as the key piece of
legislation responsible for establishing zero-tolerance school discipline. It allowed the
Department of Education to withhold funding from states that did not adopt laws
requiring that schools expel “for a period of not less than one year a student who is
determined to have brought a weapon to school under the jurisdiction of local and
educational authority” (Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994). The GFSA also required that
schools refer students to law enforcement when a weapon was brought to school. Schools
began prohibiting not only weapons, but items such as fingernail clippers, water guns,
and other toys (Heitzeg, 2014). As zero-tolerance policies took hold, they quickly
12

expanded to include bans on truancy, tobacco, disrespect, disruption, and noncompliance
(Cerrone, 1999). While the original intention of zero tolerance was to target the most
serious weapons violations, it has often been applied to non-violent or minor rule
violations, general disruption, disobedience, and perceived disrespect by students (Skiba
et al., 2014). Some examples reported by The Justice Policy Institute (2009) and
Advancement Project provide an idea of the types of instances that are a result of zerotolerance policy (Browne, 2005 p. 9, Petterui, 2011, p.14)
• In Palm Beach, Florida, a 14-year-old disabled student was referred to the
principal's office for allegedly stealing $2 from another student. The principal
referred the child to the police, where he was charged with strong-armed robbery,
and held for six weeks in an adult jail for this, his first arrest. When the local
media criticized the prosecutor's decision to file adult felony charges, he
responded, "depicting this forcible felony, this strong-arm robbery, in terms as
though it were no more than a $2 shoplifting fosters and promotes violence in our
schools." Charges were dropped by the prosecution when a 60 Minutes II crew
showed up at the boy's hearing.
• A 5-year-old boy in Queens NY was arrested, handcuffed and taken to a
psychiatric hospital for having a tantrum and knocking papers off the principal’s
desk.
• In St. Petersburg Florida, a 5-year-old girl was handcuffed, arrested and taken
into custody for having a tantrum and disrupting a classroom.
• An 11-year-old girl in Orlando Florida was tasered by a police officer, arrested
and faced charges of battery on a security resource officer, disrupting a school
function and resisting with violence. She had pushed another student.
As these examples illustrate, zero-tolerance policies often rely on force and arrest,
and they do so with no evidence that they are effective (Skiba, 2001). The next section
will discuss some specific consequences of zero-tolerance policies: exclusionary
discipline, school pushout, justice system involvement, and racial disproportionality.
They also overview the prisonization of schools and criminalization of students and detail
a short overview of policy efforts that respond to the STPP.
13

Exclusionary Discipline
Despite juvenile incarceration plummeting 41% between 1995 and 2010 (Annie
E. Casey Foundation, 2011), the implementation of zero tolerance contributed to a major
increase in suspensions and expulsions during the same time period, with out-of-school
suspensions more than doubling since the 1970’s (Losen & Martinez, 2013). Suspension,
expulsions, and referrals to police are intended to promote positive behavior and safety
by punishing undesirable behavior and deterring others from replicating that behavior
(Skiba & Knesting, 2001). These disciplinary practices are known as exclusionary
discipline. According to Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin:
Exclusionary discipline describes suspension, expulsion, and other disciplinary
actions leading to a student’s removal from the typical educational setting.
Although frequently used in schools in an attempt to punish or to promote
appropriate behavior, exclusionary discipline can result in a number of
unfavorable outcomes. (p. 27)
Zero-tolerance policies are situated in the belief that removing disruptive students is
effective, and possibly even necessary, to maintain the learning environment for other
students (Ewing, 2000). In schools, this manifests as long-term or permanent
consequences, including suspension, expulsion, or possible arrest and referral to the
courts. These disciplinary actions, which result in a student’s removal from the typical
educational setting, are referred to as exclusionary discipline (Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin,
2010). A core element of zero tolerance is that potential criminals will be deterred from
acting out as they witness the severe consequences faced by others (Wilson & Kelling,
1982). However, there is no evidence that zero tolerance has achieved the goal of
increasing school safety by removing disruptive and dangerous students, nor that
14

exclusionary discipline deters negative behavior. In fact, not only has zero tolerance been
shown to be ineffective, research suggests that exclusionary discipline, such as
suspension, is associated with negative life outcomes for children, missed instruction
time in school, and falling farther behind once students have returned to school (Gregory
et al., 2006).
Zero tolerance and exclusionary discipline positively impact school violence, but
it has been shown that this type of discipline is associated with higher levels of student
fear at school and may be linked with increased negative perceptions of school climate
(American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Schreck &
Miller, 2003; Steinberg, Allensworth, & Johnson, 2013). A study by Gregory et al.
(2011) found that increased use of suspensions is linked to negative views of school
climate and perceptions of school safety. In their review of empirical literature, Skiba et
al (2014) found a causal and directional association between exclusionary discipline and
adverse impacts on school climate, dropout, and school disengagement (which will be
termed pushout for the remainder of this dissertation) and increased contact with the
juvenile justice system. The authors recognized that “suspension and expulsion are in and
of themselves a developmental risk factor, above and beyond any behavioral or
demographic risks students bring with them” (p. 558).
The Pipeline Population and Racial Disproportionality
While this dissertation primarily seeks to understand how racial disproportionality
can be reduced in school discipline outcomes, and I specifically focus on the
disproportionate impacts on Black students compared to their White peers, it is
15

imperative to note that the school-to-prison-pipeline impacts a variety of groups of
students, making up the pipeline population. These students hold a multitude of
intersecting identities, and many of these identities have been examined with varying
levels of attention. This section briefly reviews the research regarding how LGBTQ
youth, students with disabilities, and students of color, are disproportionately impacted by
exclusionary discipline. Discussion of how Black students are the most impacted STPP
group concludes this section.
One of the multiple ways that identities and disproportionalities intersect is
through race and disability. During the 2013-14 school year, 12% of students with
disabilities were suspended nationwide, compared to only five percent of those without
disabilities (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2016). Nearly a
quarter of American Indian/Alaskan Native students with disabilities (23%) were
suspended that year, as well as 25% of Black students with disabilities, and 27% of
multiracial students with disabilities. Ten percent of White students with disabilities were
suspended during the same time period (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil
Rights, 2016). In 2013, a report published by the New York Civil Liberties Union found
that New York City Public School students with special needs were suspended twice as
often as general education students, and that Black students with disabilities, who
represented only six percent of total enrollment, accounted for 14% of overall
suspensions (Pownall, 2013).
The STPP is often depicted as pushing students of color out of school and into the
prison industrial complex. This image of the STPP is confirmed by several studies. A
16

2016 report from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights found that
Black students are three times more likely to be expelled than White students, that Black
boys were suspended at higher rates than any other group, and that Black girls are
suspended at higher rates than girls of any other race and most boys. That data collection
also revealed that Black students face an 11% disparity in arrests and law enforcement
referrals (U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2014). Updated data
demonstrates that that disparity has grown. During the 2015-16 school year, Black
students represented 15% of K-12 enrollment but 31% of law enforcement referrals and
arrests, a 31% disparity. Latinx, Asian, and White students were not found to have
disproportionate contact with police at school, which was consistent with the 2013-14
data (USDOE, 2018). In a 2008 report to the United Nations, Weissman et al. used data
from the U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights to show that while African
American, Latino, Asian American, and Native American youth made up 42% of the U.S.
student population in 2004, they comprised 58% of students suspended or expelled from
school. Upon reviewing data from 365 elementary and middle schools, Skiba, Sure and
Williams, (2011), found that Black middle schoolers were nearly four times more likely
to be referred to the office than White students, and that Black and Latino students were
more likely to be expelled or suspended than their White counterparts for the same
behavior. That same study also found that Black and Hispanic students were more likely
to receive suspensions or expulsions for minor misbehavior than their White counterparts.
Another study, which included data for 26,000 middle and high school students, found
that suspensions of Black students increased 12.5% from the 1970’s until 2010, while it
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only rose 1.1% for White students (Losen & Martinez (2013). Additionally, Healey
(2013) highlighted the ways in which Native American youth are impacted by the STPP.
These youth are often segregated geographically and economically from the spaces where
research is conducted, and interventions are implemented. In the 2008-2009 school year,
American Indian students in Montana were five times more likely to be expelled from
school and four times more likely to be suspended than their White counterparts (Healey,
2014). The connection between school discipline, students of color, and the criminal
justice system is long standing. Mentioned by Cloward as early as 1966, the first known
report to analyze data related to race and school suspensions was released by the
Children’s Defense fund in 1975. Scholars began dedicating more research to racial
disproportionality in school discipline in the 1990s, and the links between school
discipline and mass incarceration continue to be studied. While it is clear that all students
are impacted by zero-tolerance policies and exclusionary discipline, a more detailed
discussion of the impacts on Black students follows.
Racial disparities are one of the defining features of the STPP, and the
overrepresentation of Black students receiving exclusionary discipline is well
documented. Every other year, the United States Department of Education’s Office for
Civil Rights (OCR) requires all public schools and education agencies to complete the
Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) survey, which includes a variety of discipline and
academic outcomes disaggregated by gender, grade, disability status, and race/ethnicity
for each school. For the 2015-2016 school year, Black male students constituted 25% of
all students receiving OSS despite representing 8% of total students enrolled in the
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United States and Black girls were seven times more likely to receive OSS than their
White peers (United States Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2018).
Regarding arrests and referrals to police, there has been a significant increase in
disparities for Black students; they accounted for 31% of police referrals and arrests in
the 2015-16 school year, despite comprising only 15% of the total student population, an
increase of five percentage points from the 2013-14 school year (United States
Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2014; 2018).
These data reflect a decades-long increase in disparities among Black and White
students’ discipline outcomes. Since the desegregation efforts of the 1970s, racial
disparities in suspensions have increased, and Black students continue to receive higher
rates of suspension and expulsion at local, national, and state levels, at all levels of school
(Gage et al., 2019; Owens & McLanahan, 2019; Zeng et al., 2019). In one study, Losen
and Gillespie found that between 1972 and 2011, the percentage of White students
suspended each year for one or more days rose from 3.1% to 5.0%, and during that same
timeframe, the percentage for Black students increased from 6% to 17% (Losen &
Gillespie, 2012). Researchers have also examined infraction data and school
characteristics to further study disparate outcomes.
Pushout
The term “pushout” has increasingly replaced dropout in both scholarly and
activist rhetoric (Dignity in Schools, 2017; Luna & Revilla, 2013; Morris, 2016). This
shift speaks to school exit as not only an individual choice, but also a result of
institutional practices and policies. For example, Johnston-Goodstar and VeLure Roholt
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(2017) examine the role of racial microaggressions in Native American youths’
experience of leaving school. Coupled with reliance on zero-tolerance policies and
exclusionary discipline, the authority of law enforcement personnel in schools, and a
history of systemic racism and inequality, students can be systematically discouraged
from completing their education (Dignity in Schools, 2017). The term “pushout”
implicates not only the student, but the systematic and institutional factors that result in
youth leaving school.
A central mechanism of the STPP is how zero tolerance contributes to school
pushout through exclusionary discipline practices. Scholars have found that suspensions
increase the probability of students not completing school or not graduating on time.
Osher et al., (2003) found that out-of-school suspensions frequently result in intensifying
behavior issues among students who then tend to be suspended more frequently, creating
a self-sustaining cycle. Belfanz, Byrnes and Fox’s (2012) study found that receiving one
suspension in ninth grade increased the likelihood of not completing school from 16% to
32% and two suspensions increased that likelihood to 42%. Another study, conducted by
Suh and Suh (2007), determined that suspension increased the likelihood of not
completing school by 77.5%. In addition to the relationship between suspensions and
school pushout, school exclusion is associated with other short-term negative outcomes.
Justice System Involvement
Perhaps the most prominent aspect of the STPP is the documented link between
exclusionary discipline and involvement in the criminal or juvenile justice systems.
While many of these studies are correlational, there is a distinct association between
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exclusionary discipline and justice system contact, even when controlling for variables
that include behavior, socio-economic stats, academic performance, and other variables.
A well-known study by the Council of State Governments Justice Center revealed
that students who were found to have committed a non-weapon-involved school offense
were three times more likely to become involved with the juvenile justice system (Fabelo
et al., 2011). That same report found that half of the students involved received
exclusionary discipline (in- or-out of school suspension or expulsion), and that suspended
or expelled students were nearly three times more likely to have contact with the justice
system within a year of their suspension or expulsion (Skiba et al., 2014). School
exclusion has also been associated with immediate juvenile justice involvement, even for
students who do not demonstrate a history of serious problem behavior. In their
longitudinal study of 1,354 juvenile offenders, Monahan et al., (2014) examined the
influence of school exclusion on juvenile justice involvement. They found that the odds
of arrest increased in months when students experienced suspensions and expulsions, and
that students without previous problem behavior experienced a greater risk of
arrest. Mowen and Brent (2016) also examined how school suspensions may increase the
odds of being arrested. After controlling for demographic and other variables, the authors
found that youth who receive a suspension are at higher risk of being arrested, and that
this effect increases across time, demonstrating that suspensions present a cumulative
effect over time. Lastly, the connection between exclusionary discipline and justice
involvement also manifests at the systems level. In one study involving Black and White
youth in 53 Missouri counties, schools’ racial disproportionality in suspensions was
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predictive of similar levels of disproportionality in juvenile court referrals (NicholsonCrotty et al., 2009).
Policy Responses
As zero-tolerance policies have been shown to result in negative outcomes for
students, policymakers and educators have called for a shift away from exclusionary
discipline in favor of alternatives that allow students to remain in school. Advocates
assert that exclusionary discipline is biased against minority and differently-abled
students and claim that alternatives to zero tolerance would improve school climate for
all (Bradshaw et al, 2009; Skiba & Peterson, 2000).
In 2011, The Supportive School Discipline Initiative was launched by the Obama
Administration as a joint effort between the Department of Education and the Department
of Justice in order to support federal efforts to move away from exclusionary discipline.
Following the announcement of this initiative, the federal government acknowledged that
disproportionate discipline of Black males caused by zero-tolerance policies has become
one of the most pressing civil rights issues of present day (Shah, 2013). Another outcome
of this legislation was the release of federal guidance three years later that was intended
to support state and local initiatives addressing school climate and discipline. Intended to
assist schools in creating and implementing anti-discriminatory discipline practices, the
guidance allows sanctioning of school districts that are found to be in violation of Title
IV of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. It also encourages positive approaches to school
discipline, specifically recommending three interventions: positive behavioral
interventions and supports (PBIS), restorative justice/practices (RJ/RP), and social22

emotional learning (SEL; USDOE, 2014). The guidance included a Dear Colleague letter
that discussed intentional discrimination but also defined unintentional discrimination by
stating “if a policy is neutral on its face, meaning that the policy itself does not mention
race, and is administered in an evenhanded manner but has a disparate impact, i.e., a
disproportionate and unjustified effect, on students of a particular race” (Steinberg &
Lacona, 2017, p.1-2; USDOE, 2014). The Supportive School Discipline initiative was
rescinded in 2018 by Education Secretary Betsy DeVos, who claimed that it made
schools unsafe for teachers (Vara-Ota, 2018). DeVos’s changes did not require the
adoption of specific education policies and allowed local schools to continue with
supportive discipline approaches if they so choose (Vara-Ota, 2018).
Study Rationale
In response to the harmful impacts of zero-tolerance policies, as well as federal
guidance encouraging decreased use of exclusionary discipline, many schools and
districts are taking measures to shift away from punitive discipline. Districts such as
Denver Public Schools, Los Angeles Unified School District, the Oakland Unified School
District, and the Pittsburgh Public School District have all revised their discipline policies
to include supportive discipline strategies (Anyon et al., 2016; Augustine et al., 2018;
Hashim et al., 2020; Jain et al., 2014).
As is typical with any school reform, practice does not always follow policy
(Fullan, 2008). Although several studies have examined how these less punitive practices
impact discipline disparities, none have investigated schools without disparities.
Therefore, it is important to understand what is being done in schools on a day-to-day
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basis that results in successful reduction of racial disparities. By comparing schools with
and without disparities and inquiring about what is and is not working for schools that
show no disparities, this study contributes to the understanding of what is needed to shift
school discipline.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The central question being explored, using a mixed methods approach is: What
characteristics and practices of schools mitigate racial disparities in exclusionary
discipline? Two research questions, one quantitative and one qualitative, were developed
to address the central question. The quantitative question being explored is: What
characteristics of a school are associated with an absence of racial disparities in
discipline data? Qualitative inquiry centers on the implementation of restorative practices
in schools, and the qualitative question being explored is: What practices, interventions,
programming, or activities impact racial disparities in discipline outcomes?
In consideration of the quantitative question, four hypotheses were developed to
guide the research:
1) Schools with no disparities will refer a higher proportion of disciplined
students to restorative practices.
2) Schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of students of
color.
3) Schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of students in
special education.
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4) Schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of low-income
students.
Land Acknowledgement and Social Location of the Researcher
I must first acknowledge the Indigenous peoples of the territory now known as
Oklahoma, both the original peoples and those forced to relocate. It is on these lands that
I was born and raised and where I learned of my heritage. I call gratitude to my Cherokee
ancestors who suffered through the Trail of Tears and forced resettlement and who
continue to guide me to live in a good way. I also acknowledge that the land I have lived
on for the majority of my adult life, where the University of Denver currently stands, and
where my scholarship is rooted, has long served as a site of Indigenous meeting and
exchange. This land holds the blood and bones of Indigenous peoples’ past and through
colonialism has become inaccessible to contemporary Indigenous peoples. I honor and
respect specifically the Arapaho and Cheyenne peoples for all they have endured so that
this dissertation can be written. As Indigenous peoples struggle for justice under
colonization, I acknowledge that many values of this study, including the value of local
knowledge, the agency of young people and holistic justice, have been important to and
practiced by Indigenous peoples on this land for thousands of years before I began
thinking and writing about them. I also acknowledge that, due to colonization and
ongoing marginalization, Black, Latinx, and Indigenous youth are likely to experience
trauma differently than their peers and that it is necessary to draw links between the
historical traumas of the past and current traumatic events facing these communities.
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I am the first daughter of Lori Bold Man and Daryoush Samimi; my maternal
family’s lineage has not been traced, but we know of Cherokee ancestors who made great
sacrifices that echo throughout our family today. My father was born in Sanandaj,
Kurdistan, where he says Jews and Muslims lived in neighborly peace until the Islamic
Revolution, when, having no friends but the mountains, my mamman bozorg, all my
ameh and amoo, and their children made the trek across the mountains on camelback.
As a mixed-race, poor, queer student, the odds that I would land where I have –
not in jail, but in an advanced degree program (my third post-graduate degree) – were
slim to none. I attended over 30 schools by the time I was 14 years old and never
advanced past 10th grade. Like many young people, my school pushout was only one
consequence of many factors in my life, including lack of support at home, traumatic
experiences, abuse, and a childhood spent in poverty. Homelessness, health issues,
violence, and interactions with law enforcement were all things I experienced before I
was old enough to vote.
My lived experience, as well as my social work practice, has shown me that
education is often inaccessible to young people from marginalized backgrounds.
Witnessing young people being pushed out and excluded from school has always brought
me immense concern. As a forensic social worker, advocating for clients to enter the
“least restrictive environment” after arrest was not enough. I knew that more could be
done before a young person was disenfranchised from their school and that entry into the
criminal justice system could be prevented entirely. My goal is to conduct research that is
not only useful to the community, but that transforms systems (such as the educational
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system) into inclusive and loving environments. I want my work to be useful not only to
those most impacted, but to those who make decisions about how that impact happens.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provides background information on the rise of the STPP and how
zero tolerance and exclusionary discipline practices were established in schools across
the nation. It discusses the relationship between the STPP and the PIC, reviews who is
impacted by the STPP, and provides information on the disproportionate impact on
students of color, especially Black students. The mechanisms of the STPP, pushout and
justice system involvement, are then discussed. I also presented the research questions, a
land acknowledgement, and introduced my positionality.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The literature is reflective of a generalized perception that African American
culture is not a useful rubric for addressing the needs of African American
learners, and thus, that African American culture is delegitimized in the classroom.
Rather than seeing African Americans as possessing a distinctive culture, African
American learners often are treated as if they are corruptions of White culture,
participating in an oppositional, counter-productive culture (Ogbu, 1987). Schools
and teachers treat the language, prior knowledge, and values of African Americans
as aberrant and often presume that the teacher’s job is to rid African American
students of any vestiges of their own culture.
(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 206)
In this chapter I detail my literature search process. Next, I review factors
contributing to the STPP and its possible disruptions. A short overview of multi-tiered
systems of support is then provided. The evidence for positive behavioral supports and
interventions is presented at all MTSS tiers. Then, evidence for culturally responsive
positive behavioral supports (CRPBIS), recommendations for implementation, literature
regarding teacher effectiveness and classroom management, and the effectiveness of
CRPBIS is presented. Next, evidence for restorative practices at the three tiers of
intervention is discussed. Evidence for restorative practices as effective strategy to close
the school discipline gap is then presented. Lastly, the restorative practices
implementation literature is briefly outlined.
Literature Search Process
For this review, I searched five databases to locate studies: Academic Search
Complete, ERIC, PsycInfo, Social Service Abstracts, and Sociological Abstracts. All
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retrieved articles from the aforementioned databases were imported into Zotero, an opensource citation management program. The guidelines set forth by Onwuegbuzie & Frels
(2016) were used in conducting comprehensive literature reviews. Two search processes
were conducted: the first was intended to capture a broad understanding of the literature,
and the second sought to narrow the results for PBIS-related literature. The first search
used the following Boolean terms in each database: “school discipline disparities” AND
“race,” “school-to-prison pipeline,” “restorative practices OR justice” AND “school
discipline”, “Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports” OR “PBIS” AND “school
discipline.” The search was limited to articles published in English within the past ten
years. When the initial search returned fewer than five articles, it was expanded to the
past twenty years.
The research regarding PBIS included in this review is taken from studies that
include primary-source analysis of PBIS or its practices and assessed impacts on school
discipline. Using the same five databases, I searched the following Boolean terms:
(“positive behavior*”) OR “school-wide positive behavior*” AND (“school discipline”).
Results were limited to peer-reviewed studies. The initial search retrieved 32 citations
from Academic Search Complete, 74 from ERIC, 28 from PsycInfo, 19 citations from
Social Service Abstracts, and 17 from Sociological Abstracts, for a total of 170 citations.
The abstracts of these 170 sources were then screened for inclusion criteria. Of the 170
articles, 136 were eliminated due to their lack of relevance, overlap with other areas of
the review (e.g., a study that tested the impacts of restorative practices while PBIS was
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also being implemented was moved to the restorative practices section), or not having an
evaluative component related to school discipline.
Next, I reviewed each included article’s reference list and added relevant works. I
then searched Google Scholar for additional articles and grey literature. I selected this
procedure to maximize the quality of the inclusion criteria as well as ensuring
consistency and stringency in the search process (Onwuegbuzie & Frels, 2016). This does
not constitute an attempt at a complete review of the literature; the goal was to identify a
sample of timely research that directly examined the effectiveness of selected
interventions in addressing disproportionate school discipline.
Contributions and Disruptions to the School-to-Prison Pipeline
The numerous complex contributors that have given rise to the STPP call for a
variety of approaches to ending it. In a recent review of literature examining alternative
approaches in school discipline, Welsh and Little (2018) found that school policies and
practices, teachers’ classroom management, and principals’ perspectives all played roles
in creating disparities. The authors highlight teacher mismatch in gender and race, as well
as teacher perceptions, expectations and implicit bias, as factors in unequal discipline
delivery. Because public education is grounded in middle class, White, values, students
from different backgrounds may hold values from their home life that diverge from their
respective school’s values. When student behavior clashes with what a teacher deems
appropriate, the teacher issues punishment. These dynamics contribute to a culture of
control that creates barriers to success in the classroom for all students (Welsh & Little,
2018).
30

Welsh and Little (2018) also found that school-level factors play a role in the
maintenance of the STPP. School level (elementary, middle, or high), location, and type
(traditional public or charter) all influence the rates of disparities and discipline outcomes
for students. Racial composition and economic status of the study body are also factors;
schools with higher proportions of both Black students and those receiving free and
reduced lunch employed exclusionary discipline at higher rates than those with fewer
Black and poor students (Welsh & Little, 2018).
School-level characteristics unrelated to demographics also explain discipline
disparities. These characteristics include achievement, administration, and school climate.
Schools with higher achievement and more structure are correlated with lower suspension
rates, whereas schools with lower academic expectations and less structure demonstrated
higher suspension rates for Black students and greater disparities between Black and
White students (Welsh & Little, 2018). School leadership is also a powerful influence on
a school’s discipline disparities and outcomes. Research has found that principals’
attitudes and beliefs are linked to rates of suspension, even within the same district. A
2013 qualitative study by Hays found that charter school principals have been found to
use discipline methods that align with their school missions (e.g., schools seeking to
create model citizens incorporate civic duty into their discipline models). Additionally,
administrative decision making has been found to influence differential processing of
Black and Latinx students, where, after controlling for classroom level contributors and
previous disparity, these students remain overrepresented in receiving suspensions or
expulsions for minor infractions (Welsh & Little, 2018). Studies have also found that
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positive perceptions of school climate result in fewer suspensions, and that student
willingness to seek help with personal problems or bullying predicted receiving an office
discipline referral (ODR) or suspension. One study found that Black students are less
likely to seek help and are more likely to respond to aggression with aggression (Welsh
& Little, 2018).
School resource officers (SROs), also known as school police, are often employed
as part of zero-tolerance discipline policies, and their presence is endorsed by the federal
government as a school safety measure (Welsh & Little, 2018). Evidence on the
effectiveness of SROs is mixed, with earlier studies demonstrating positive impacts, but
more recent research raises concerns. A study by Johnson using data from the mid-1990’s
found a decrease in major offenses after placement of SROs in schools (Welsh & Little,
2018). A 2009 study by Theriot found that schools with SROs were more likely to
experience an increase in arrests for subjective charges (402.3% per 100 students) amid
an overall increase in arrests of all students. Further, the impact of SROs on school safety
was not statistically significant after establishing controls, and the only predictor of arrest
was economic status (Welsh & Little, 2018). It has also been found that Black students
are more likely to attend schools with SROs and that the presence of SROs in schools did
not increase students’ feelings of safety (Welsh & Little, 2018).
Approaches for Disrupting the School-to-Prison Pipeline
In response to discipline disparities and their contributing factors, several
approaches have emerged as possible interruptions. These include structural
interventions, such as positive behavior interventions and supports (Cregor & Hewitt,
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2011; McCurdy et al., 2003; Tobin & Vincent, 2011), threat assessment (Cornell et al.,
2011; Cornell & Lovegrove, 2015), interventions that aim to improve student-teacher
relationships (Anyon et al., 2016b; Gregory et al., 2014), and those intended to establish
emotional literacy among students, such as social-emotional learning (Catro-Olivio &
Merrell, 2012; Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Osher et al., 2013) and mindfulness-based
interventions (Martinez & Zhao, 2018, Zolkoski & Lewis-Chiu, 2019). Other approaches
fall into the category of culturally responsive strategies. These include implicit bias
reduction (Carter et al., 2017; Ipsa-Landa, 2018; Marucci, 2020; McNeal, 2016: Neitzel,
2018), teacher training and development (Gregory et al., 2012, Gregory et al., 2016;
Valente & Monteiro, 2019), and culturally responsive classroom management (Davis,
2017; Larson et al., 2018; Lustick, 2017). Another approach is the implementation of
restorative practices, or restorative justice, as a replacement to punitive school discipline
(Kline, 2016). Because this approach involves a comprehensive shift in a school’s
culture, practices, and policies, it does not fit into a specific intervention category.
Restorative practices will be discussed in greater detail later in this review.
It is apparent that there is no one intervention that will remedy the STPP, thus
mitigating disparities in school discipline requires a multifaceted approach (Counsel,
2015). This review will not provide an overview all the approaches mentioned above.
Instead, I will focus on two strategies included in President Obama’s 2014 Supportive
School Discipline Initiative. This initiative was implemented as a collaboration between
the U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Justice as a guidance
package for states, districts, and schools to support federal efforts to transition from
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exclusionary discipline. This package included a Dear Colleague letter that discussed
intentional discrimination but also defined unintentional discrimination as occurring
when: “a policy is neutral on its face—meaning that the policy itself does not mention
race—and is administered in an evenhanded manner but has a disparate impact, i.e., a
disproportionate and unjustified effect on students of a particular race” (Steinberg &
Lacoe, 2017, p.1-2). Three strategies for promoting fair and effective disciplinary
practices are promoted by the initiative: 1) positive behavioral interventions and supports
(PBIS), 2) restorative justice/restorative practices (RJ/RP), and 3) social-emotional
learning (SEL). While SEL has been shown to exhibit promising impacts in classrooms,
best practices and explicit instruction on how to implement its core components have yet
to be developed (Gosline, 2017). Therefore, SEL will not be included in this review and
the focus will remain with PBIS and RJ/RP (RP will be used to refer to both from this
point forward) as possible interventions to the STPP.
Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Tiered interventions and supports in schools, often referred to as multi-tiered
systems of support (MTSS) provide a framework for academic, behavioral, social, and
emotional supports for all students and allow schools to align approaches (Bohanon et al.,
2016). Both PBIS and RP have been presented as interventions that correspond to the
MTSS framework (Mayworm & Sharkey, 2014; Sprague & Tobin, 2017; Sugai &
Horner, 2017). The Colorado Department of Education defines MTSS as "a systemic,
continuous improvement framework in which data-based problem-solving and decision
making is practiced across all levels of the educational system for supporting students"
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(Hunter, 2013, p.1). MTSS consists of three tiers that begin with universal delivery of the
intervention. As the specific needs of each student are determined, intervention is then
provided with increasing intensity to those whose needs are not addressed or are underaddressed at the lower tier; those whose needs require more individualized intervention
are addressed in tiers II and III (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Scott et al., 2008). MTSS
interventions may be community-based or school-based, but all are concerned with
implementation fidelity and sustainability of evidence-based practices (Bohanon et al.,
2016). MTSS interventions generally include measurable goals, efficient student referral
processed to the appropriate evidence-based practices, and system-level support. The
adoption of evidenced-based practices often involves teams and intensive data collection,
as well as obtaining stakeholder feedback at all stages of implementation (Bohanon et al.,
2016). MTSS can be pictured as an umbrella, under which interventions such as PBIS
and RP are placed (Higgins Averil & Rinaldi, 2011).
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS)
Beginning in the late 1980’s, PBIS was developed by scholars committed to
behavior support program expansion that included ongoing supports for positive
behaviors while moving away from punitive practices, with the purpose to produce
systematic changes (Horner, 2016; McIntosh et al., 2010). In the early 1990s, Sugai and
Lewis outlined four elements of PBIS: a) a science of behavior, b) research-validated and
practical interventions, c) attention to social values, and d) a systems approach (Sugai &
Lewis, 1999). These elements have been mapped onto three tiers of support. Tier I
interventions meet the needs of approximately 80% of students; they are intended to
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establish behavior expectations school-wide (Crone et al., 2004). Tier 2 interventions
generally apply to 10%-15% of a school’s population who are unresponsive to Tier I
(Crone et al, 2004, Sugai & Horner, 2006; Walker et al., 1996). Tier III is designed for
the approximate five percent of students with ongoing behavior needs (Sugai & Horner,
2006; Walker et al., 1996). A team is tasked with monitoring the effectiveness of Tier I
interventions and identifying students for more targeted supports (Horner & Sugai, 2015).
For a detailed depiction of PBIS and tiers of intervention, refer to Appendix B. When
mapped together onto the MTSS framework with other interventions, PBIS can create
system-wide change. PBIS has been implemented in nearly 26,000 schools across the
country (PBIS, 2019). In 2017, at least 1,668 high schools in 34 states and the District of
Columbia had implemented PBIS (Freeman et al., 2017). The Technical Assistance
Center on PBIS Supports, founded in 1998, is a US Department of Education funded
organization that works to improve state and local education authorities’ ability to
establish, scale-up, and sustain PBIS. The center provides in-depth information about
PBIS at all tiers and issues capacity-building information and technical assistance, which
builds on implementing and evaluating PBIS in more than 9,000 schools in 40 states
(PBIS, 2019).
Within PBIS, it is understood that student needs may change over time, and the
supports will change with them. Additionally, the tiers of support should be considered
fluid and not static. Students who receive Tier II and III supports continue to receive Tier
I as this is considered the universal intervention and is delivered to all students. As the
supports become more intensive, the greater the resources are required to deliver them.
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Because of this, one goal of PBIS is to minimize the number of students receiving Tier III
intervention by delivering the most efficient Tier II supports possible.
Evidence supporting PBIS as positively impacting behavior, and subsequently,
discipline, is expanding (Childs et al., 2016; Horner et al., 2010). Although PBIS is a
structured framework with a set of core principles, its flexibility in what components are
integrated by various implementers make it difficult to define. A broad definition
provided by Sugai et al. (2000, p. 133) states that PBIS is “the application of positive
behavioural intervention and systems to achieve socially important behaviour change.”
Sugai and Horner further detailed this definition in 2006:
Positive behavior support (PBS) has been characterized as the integration of
valued outcomes, behavioral and biomedical science, empirically validated
procedures, and systems change to enhance quality of life and minimize or
prevent problem behaviors… The foundation for school-wide PBS lies in the
application of these features to the whole school context in an effort to prevent, as
well as change, patterns of problem behavior. (p. 246)
Tier I PBIS Interventions
The universal level of the PBIS model is referred to as school-wide positive
behavioral interventions and supports (SWPBIS) and is widely encouraged by the US
Department of Education as well as many state departments of education (Illinois, North
Carolina, Colorado, Maryland, Oregon) , districts across at least 44 states, and several
countries – including Norway, Canada, and Australia (Bradshaw et al., 2010). These
programs have proven appealing to schools because they are thought to create an ideal
learning climate for all students while providing additional supports to students with
higher social-emotional and behavioral needs. In addition to shifting school climate,
SWPBIS, when successfully implemented, has become increasingly associated with
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changes in disciplinary practices (Bradshaw et al., 2015; Childs et al., 2016; Flannery et
al., 2014; Gage, 2018 Horner, 2009, 2010; Simonsen, 2012). The Technical Assistance
Center on Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports lists Tier I key practices as:
school-wide positive expectations and behaviors are defined and taught, procedures for
establishing classroom expectations and routines are consistent with school-wide
expectations, there is a continuum of procedures for encouraging expected behavior,
there is a continuum of procedures for discouraging problem behavior, and there are
procedures for encouraging school-family partnerships (PBIS, 2019).
Randomized controlled trials show that, when implemented with fidelity, PBIS is
associated with reductions in ODRs and suspensions (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Bradshaw et
al., 2012; Horner et al., 2009; Waasdorp et al., 2012). While school discipline data, such
as ODRs, are collected by many states as part of PBIS implementation fidelity, (Hoyle et
al., 2011), some authors argue that ODRs are inadequate as a measure of PBIS
interventions (Hawken et al., 2008). Instead, daily progress reports, or systematic or
direct observation, are recommended as measures that offer greater accuracy and
efficiency in determining PBIS effectiveness (Hunter et al., 2014). Bradshaw and
colleagues (2008, 2010, 2015), have conducted RCTs to determine the impact of PBIS
both school-wide and at Tier 2. In a 2015 study, Bradshaw et al., (2015) examined the
impact of PBIS on students’ behavior starting from baseline data during a four-year study
(baseline scores were not reported). Students were placed into four behavioral categories
based on teacher observation (skilled, normative, at risk, or high risk) and randomized to
control and treatment groups. Data was collected relating to each group’s behavior at
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baseline vs. after the intervention. Risk was determined using four subscales of the
Teacher Observation of Classroom Adaptation–Checklist: concentration problems,
disruptive behaviors, prosocial behaviors, and emotion regulation problems. The at-risk
and high-risk groups showed the greatest treatment effects compared to their control
group peers, as measured by likelihood to receive an office referral: 43.1% vs 45.6% of
peers for the at-risk group, and 69.9% vs. 78.2% of peers for the high-risk group. In an
earlier study, Bradshaw et al. (2010) conducted a randomized controlled effectiveness
trial in 37 elementary schools (21 treatment and 16 control) to determine impacts of PBIS
training on student suspensions and ODRs, as well as other outcomes (2010). This study
used repeated measures general linear modeling (GLM) to determine rates in ODRs
across the four years of the study. ODRs were divided into minor and major events and
the number of major office referrals per 100 students per day for each school was 0.201
at the end of year 1, which decreased to 0.159 in the last year of the study. The repeated
measures GLM was nonsignificant for the rates of major ODRs but the percentage of
students with minor or major ODRs dropped from 18.8% to 18.1%. Regarding
suspensions, Z scores were computed for treatment and control group schools for each
year of the study. The Z score for comparison schools showed no significant difference
over time (Z = –1.54, p = .12), but for schools receiving the intervention, a significant
difference was indicated (Z = –2.17, p =.03, d = .27).
Quasi-experimental studies have also shown promising results for all three levels
of intervention. A study of high school students published by Flannery et al., (2014)
examined the effects of SWPBIS on level of student problem behaviors during a three39

year trial. Twelve high schools were included in the study, eight in the intervention group
and four others as comparison. Using a multilevel latent growth model, the authors
examined problem behavior, as defined by number of ODRs over four years (baseline
plus three years of intervention). At baseline, between treatment and comparison schools,
the mean difference of ODRs per 100 students per day was 0.57. ODRs steadily
decreased throughout the three intervention years from approximately four per 100
students per day to approximately 1.5 per 100 students per day. At the same time, ODRs
increased steadily in the comparison schools, resulting in a mean difference between
treatment and comparison schools of 0.03 at the end of the three-year period.
Smolkowski et al. (2016) evaluated the scale-up of a PBIS intervention titled Safe
& Civil Schools Foundations: Establishing Positive Discipline Policies in a large urban
school district. This evaluation took place over a four-year period and schools were
placed into four cohorts: 1) 17 elementary, 2) 15 elementary, 3) 12 middle and 8 high,
and 4) 22 middle. Cohort placement was determined by response rate to a letter from the
district. Schools were then randomly assigned to begin the Foundations intervention
immediately (Cohort 1), one year later, (Cohort 2), or provided with another intervention
(Cohorts 3 and 4). Data was collected via an annual staff survey in all schools and
administrative records. Nested modeling was used to determine, among other impacts, the
effect of the Foundations training on student suspensions. In Cohort 1, schools reported
an average of 1.28 suspensions per 1,000 enrolled days prior to intervention and 0.97
suspensions per 1,000 enrolled days after two years of intervention. Cohorts 2, 3, and 4
also reported reductions in suspension rates; from 1.45 to 1.01 for Cohort 2, from 3.42 to
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3.04 for Cohort 3 middle schools, from 1.90 to 1.22 for Cohort 3 high schools, and 0.64
to 0.56 for Cohort 4.
Non-experimental research has also explored the relationship between PBIS and
discipline outcomes. Childs et al. (2016) conducted a longitudinal study using the
Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) measure, which is a validated measure for assessing
SWPBIS. This four-year study reviewed data from 1,122 Florida schools to examine
relationships between 10 BoQ subscales and the behavioral outcomes of ODRs and
suspension. The authors found that ODRs per 100 students decreased from 107.80 to
84.35, in-school suspensions dropped from 37.28 to 29.65, and out-of-school suspensions
decreased from 41.90 to 37.41 during the intervention period.
Simonsen et al. (2012) analyzed seven years of data from 428 schools in 125
Illinois districts. Using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM), the authors examined the
effects of implementing SWPBIS, with and without fidelity, on student behavior and
academic outcomes. The percentage of schools that met fidelity criteria increased over
time, and by the end of the study’s final year, 81% of elementary schools, 73% of middle
schools, and 31% of high schools were at standard for fidelity. It was found that ODRs
decreased significantly over time, but due to skewness in ODR data the intercept was not
reported. The model indicated that ODRs decreased significantly over time: (γ200 = –
0.04, p = .001). Regarding suspensions, schools that implemented SWPBIS with fidelity
had significantly lower rates of suspensions (γ100 = –0.15, p = .007) than schools that
implemented without fidelity.
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Tier II PBIS Interventions
Tier II interventions involve more resources due to the need to train more staff,
administer frequent intervention monitoring, utilize small group delivery, and facilitate
greater communication with stakeholders (Crone et al., 2004). The Technical Assistance
Center on PBIS Supports presents several key practices that fall under Tier II: increased
instruction and practice with self-regulation and social skills, increased adult supervision,
increased opportunity for positive reinforcement, increased pre-corrections, increased
focus on possible function of a problem behavior, and increased access to academic
supports (Technical Assistance Center on PBIS supports, 2019). Within the PBIS
framework, two of the most commonly researched Tier II interventions are daily report
card interventions that fall under the category of check-in/check-out (CICO; Crone et al.,
2010; Stage et al, 2009) and social skills instruction/social problem solving (Hoyle et al.,
2011; Mitchell et al, 2011). As with most PBIS research, the majority of studies
examining CICO focus on academic outcomes, social skills improvement, and problem
behavior. For the purposes of this review, I included relevant studies that examined
problem behavior as a variable of interest. Although problem behavior does not indicate
CICO’s effects on discipline, I believe these studies provide evidence for PBIS as an
intervention that may impact discipline disparities.
CICO aims to provide increased feedback and positive adult attention to students
who are at risk of developing severe problem behavior (Hawken et al., 2007). Variations
to CICO exist in several forms, including Check & Connect (C&C; Sinclair et al, 1998),
check-in/checkup/check-out (CICUCO; Swoszowski et al., 2012), Check, Connect, and
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Expect (CCE; Cheney et al., 2009), and the Behavior Expectation Program (BEP; Crone
et al., 2004). All these interventions were originally designed to improve behavioral
outcomes for students identified as at risk for school failure, often involve a
coach/mentor, and rely on behavior feedback from teachers (Stage & Galanti, 2017).
While experimental studies of CICO have been conducted, (Cheney et al., 2009;
Maynard et al., 2014; Simonsen et al., 2011; Walker et al., 2009), only one includes
discipline indicators as an outcome measure. Maynard and colleagues (2014) examined
data from 189 students in 14 schools that compared C&C to one of the most disseminated
dropout prevention programs in the county, Communities in Schools. The authors totaled
the count of ODRs for each student during the marking period prior to the study and
compared those numbers to the study period that occurred approximately six months
later. C&C was negatively associated with total number of ODRs, −.363 (p = .036, 95%
CI [−.703, −.023]). An additional important finding was that African American students
had 0.544 more office referrals during the intervention when compared to those
identifying as Hispanic or Latino. However, the authors do not elaborate on this second
finding.
The first systematic review of Tier II interventions was published by Mitchell et
al. in 2011 and examined Tier II within the context of the multilevel PBIS model. The
authors concluded that Tier II interventions held promise for improving student behavior,
and that these interventions were found to be important, practical, and feasible (Mitchell
et al., 2011). Since then, two other systematic reviews examining Tier II interventions
and problem behaviors have been published. Wolfe et al. (2016) included 16 articles in
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their systematic review evaluating the effects of CICO on mild problem behaviors. These
behaviors included noncompliance, off-task behavior, or talk outs (13 articles); ODRs (4
articles), and direct observation (13 articles). Fifteen of these studies used single-subject
designs and one used a treatment-comparison group design. Studies using single-subject
design were placed into the quality categories of Basic CICO: High-quality and Basic
CICO: Acceptable, Modified CICO: High-quality. The one group design study was
categorized as Basic CICO: High-quality. Ten of the 15 Basic CICO: High-quality
studies (67%) demonstrated an impact on problem behavior. The authors calculated TauU, which ranged from 0.30 to 0.89 for problem behavior. Two single-subject studies were
categorized as Basic CICO: Acceptable. These studies did not demonstrate an effect on
problem behavior. The results for the five Modified CICO studies were not included
because these participants received Tier III intervention as part of the modification;
therefore, the treatment effect cannot be attributed to CICO as a Tier II intervention.
Lastly, the one group comparison study categorized as Basic CICO: High-quality found
significantly greater reductions in problem behavior when using direct observation (d =
0.40); however, there were no significant differences using ODRs or other data collection
tools.
In another systematic review, Langing et al. (2018) defined common target
behaviors as internalizing behavior (social withdrawal, negative self-thoughts, anxiety),
disruptive behavior (out of seat, talking out of turn, impulsivity), defiant behavior
(refusal, non-compliance), and physical aggression. The authors examined CICO
components and its effectiveness for students with challenging behaviors. The review
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included seven studies with a total of 23 participants, with all studies employing a singlesubject design. All participants began with traditional CICO components, 17 of whom
responded with a decrease in challenging behavior, and six of which required additional
supports, either in the form of social skills training or a functional adaptation. After those
supports were provided, all students demonstrated a decrease in challenging behavior
(Langing et al., 2018).
Tier III PBIS Interventions
Tertiary intervention is directed towards the one to five percent of students whose
behavior has not responded (or is unlikely to respond to) to a school’s Tier I and II
supports. Tier III interventions are individualized to each student and require the most
intense use of resources and expertise. The Technical Assistance Center on PBIS
Supports outlines three key practices as Tier III supports: function-based assessments,
wraparound supports, and cultural and contextual fit (Technical Assistance Center on
PBIS Supports, 2019; Fallon et al., 2012; Safran & Oswald, 2003). As these supports are
implemented, students continue receiving Tier I and II interventions. The majority of
research investigating Tier III interventions employs single-case designs (SCD; Horner et
al., 2015). This section will review the evidence examining the relationship of functionbased assessments and wraparound supports and behavioral or discipline outcomes.
Cultural responsiveness and adaptations of PBIS will be briefly discussed and further
reviewed in the following section.
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Functional Behavior Assessments
Functional behavior assessment (FBA) is the systematic process of identifying
events and environmental factors that trigger and sustain problem behavior, and the
function of that behavior (Hanley et al., 2003; Sugai et al., 2000). The FBA results are
combined with academic and social data to construct a behavior support plan, usually
consisting of strategies for social skills and behavior modification and reinforcement
(Chen, 2006: Horner et al., 2000). FBA results assist in developing intervention that
addresses antecedents or consequences of problem behavior (Gresham et al., 2001; Smith
& Iwata, 1997). These interventions are often termed functional behavior assessment
interventions, or FBAIs. Additionally, FBAI could decrease the use of punishment-based
interventions in schools. FBAI research has found that reinforcing desired behavior has
been as effective as punishment in reducing aggression and self-injurious behavior.
The research evaluating the effectiveness of FBA and the resulting behavioral
interventions is extremely robust within the PBIS literature. Both systematic reviews of
the literature and meta-analyses have evaluated the effectiveness of FBA interventions in
addressing challenging behavior for students who were unresponsive to Tiers I and II
supports (Braddock, 1999; Gage et al., 2012; Gresham et al., 2004: Goh & Bambara,
2012; Jeong & Copeland, 2020;). These studies vary in types of participants (adults in the
school, students with various disabilities or without) and specific disability categories
(EBD, ADHD), and setting (inclusive or non-inclusive). In this section, I only discuss
studies published within the past 10 years that both synthesize FBA research and report
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on FBA-driven impacts on student problem behavior (LeGray et al., 2010; Pelios et al.,
1999).
Gage and colleagues (2012) used hierarchical linear modeling meta-analysis to
synthesize 69 SCD studies examining FBA as an intervention with students with or at
risk for EBD. Two of the research questions relevant to this review were: 1) how
effective FBA-based interventions are for students with or at risk for EBD in schools, and
2) whether student assessment, intervention, and study characteristics impact the results.
A total of 146 students were included in the 69 selected studies. Of these, 62.8%
exhibited multiple behaviors of concern. Dependent variables were coded into three
separate categories: 1) an aggregate of problem behaviors, including disruptive behavior
or challenging behavior (38%), 2) engagement (34%), and 3) other (28%). The other
category included yelling, aggression, and talking out in class. Intervention type was also
coded as 90.5% utilized positive procedures, and 5.4% involved a combination of
punishment and positive procedures (Gage et al., 2012).
Student problem behavior at baseline was averaged to 48.63%. This shifted to 34.26% after intervention. Rate of change by session was calculated at -0.52% (twice that
of baseline), which indicated a downward slope during intervention. No student-level
characteristics were significant moderators of effect. Functional behavior analysis was a
significant moderator, with a coefficient of 7.93. Type of intervention setting was also
significant. Intervention effects in the general education classroom indicated the mean
shift of the DV was 13.11% less than in other settings. Finally, the overall effect size was
calculated using the mean baseline value of 48.63% and the intervention effect of 47

34.26%. Functional behavior assessment-based interventions for students with or at risk
for EBD reduced problem behaviors by 70.5% (34.26/48.63).
A recent review comparing functional behavior assessment-based interventions
(FBAI) with non-functional behavior assessment-based interventions (NFBAI) evaluated
24 SCD studies for intervention effects, directly comparing the two approaches (Jeong &
Copeland, 2020). The authors also used the What Works Clearinghouse Design Standards
for SCD to rate the quality of each study. The review sought to answer the following two
research questions: 1) What is the relative effectiveness of FBAIs versus NFBAIs and
what is the strength of the evidence reported? and, 2) What is the methodological quality
of the studies as evaluated by the WWC: SCD Standards?
Research question 1 was addressed by computing a percentage of behavior
reduction for each intervention using the mean of the data set presented in the examined
studies. This percentage was derived by subtracting mean values of intervention
conditions from the mean value of the baseline data divide by the mean baseline value
times 100. If a study used an alternating treatment design with only a control condition,
the mean value of the control condition was used. If the study used an alternating
treatment design with both a baseline and control condition, the baseline mean was used.
When the intervention was conducted in multiple phases, the means for each phase were
averaged into a single mean. In some cases, only graphs were displayed, and no mean
value identified; in such cases, the authors used DigitizeIt software to compute the mean.
Visual analysis was also employed, following the What Works Clearinghouse Design
Standards for SCD. Studies were classified into three categories: experimental
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demonstration of a theory (n=13), clinical demonstration (n=9), and verification of FBA
results (n=2; Jeong & Copeland, 2020).
All reviewed studies (n=24) found that FBAIs were more effective than NFBAIs
in reducing problem behaviors. Across every study, all but two cases across demonstrated
a greater percentage of behavior reduction in an FBAI than NFBAIs, with one showing
no difference (Jeong & Copeland, 2020). The mean percentage of behavior reduction
across FBAIs were 68.4% for an experimental demonstration of a theory, 76.3% for a
clinical demonstration, and 83.7% for verification of FBA results. Regarding NFBAI
studies, mean percentages of behavior reduction were as follows: 21.3% for an
experimental demonstration of a theory, 16.9% for a clinical demonstration, and 11.9%
for verification of FBA results. Visual analysis of cases with greater effects of FBAIs
than NFBAIs, plus the one case that presented superior effects of an NFABI, was
conducted. Of these 58 cases, 26 (44.8%) showed consistent patterns in each phase from
baseline throughout the intervention and demonstrated immediate effects of FBAI’s. The
case that demonstrated superiority effects of an NFBAI did not demonstrate a functional
relation between the intervention and problem behavior (Jeong & Copeland, 2020).
Wraparound
Wraparound is a collaborative and team-based process that develops and
implements care plans for students with, or at risk of, experiencing emotional challenges
or enacting behavioral difficulties (EBD; Burchard et al., 2002; Walker, 2008). The main
principle of wraparound is that it is not a singular service, but a process that results in
school and/or community interventions to be designed, implemented, and coordinated
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(Burns & Goldman, 1999). These interventions bring together family members, other
supports (e.g., friends, mentors), and school and community mentors. The plan is then
accepted by the family, addresses the priorities of the family, and creates strategies that
support the student (Eber et al., 2002).
Very little controlled comparison research has been published that examines
wraparound in schools (Coldiron et al, 2017; Eber et al., 2011). One recent randomized
controlled trial examined a school-based wraparound intervention that provided services
to youth with prior police contact (Siennick et al., 2019). The authors assigned youth
(N=869) to either an intervention condition or treatment-as-usual using block
randomization with enrollment continuing throughout the duration of the three-year
study. The goal was to test whether the intervention reduced suspensions and arrests for
youth with prior police contact. No beneficial intervention effects were found for the
treatment group, including ability to predict post-enrollment suspension or juvenile
justice system contact. The authors posit that this may be due to challenges in
implementation, particularly the level of collaboration required in wraparound services
and the types of stakeholders involved (schools and the justice system). A more recent
study by Gandhi et al. (2018) evaluated the impact of the Wraparound Zones initiative
(WAZ), a program supported by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education, with suspension as one of the outcomes of interest. Two cohorts of
WAZ schools and a set of matched non-WAZ schools constituted the sample (n=28
schools). Comparative interrupted time series was used to measure the impact of
becoming a WAZ school on student outcomes, with the start of the WAZ initiative
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treated as an interruption to typical school operations. Suspensions were calculated as
whether a student received either an in-school or out-of-school suspension during the
school year. Results indicated that WAZ schools performed better on academic
assessments than comparison schools, however, there was no statistically significant
impact of WAZ on attendance, retention, or suspension (Gandhi et al., 2018). One of the
salient points researchers raised in detailing the study’s limitations was that WAZ may
impact different subgroups of students in varied ways. Despite the null findings of these
studies on wraparound’s disciplinary impact, other research demonstrates positive results
of school-based wraparound in several areas. For example, a 2009 meta-analysis of
wraparound in multiple settings found that impacts included positive changes in living
situation, improvements in emotional and behavioral outcomes, reduced juvenile
recidivism, and improved school functioning (Suter & Bruns, 2009).
One study focused on school-based wraparound services found it to be effective
in reducing punitive discipline outcomes. Duckworth et al., (2001) implemented an inschool-suspension intervention that used phone calls to parents for children with EBD,
and attended school in a self-contained classroom, as a method for immediately
addressing student behavior. The program began in January 1999 and ended in May
2000. Between eight and 12 children were enrolled in the class during the program. The
program was effective in reducing ODRs (128 from 1998 to 1999 and 25 from 1999 to
2000) and in-school suspensions (84 from 1998 to1999 and 41 from 1999 to 2000;
Duckworth et al., 2001).
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Cultural and Contextual Fit
According to the Center on PBIS, Tier III is the only tier that considers cultural
and contextual fit as a key practice (pbis.org, 2019). The Center asserts that the culture
and context of both the school and the student must be considered, including the local
environment, student identities, language, and family customs and experiences. Despite
this statement, and after exhaustive searching, I could find no literature that discussed
cultural and contextual adaptations of PBIS within Tier 3 interventions. It is possible that,
because Tier III interventions are individualized, there is an assumption that these
practices take culture and context into account (e.g., when conducting FBAs). However,
it is curious that Tier III is the only tier where culture is mentioned on the Technical
Assistance Center on PBIS supports website, yet no research has been conducted. There
is, however, an expanding body of research detailing adaptations for PBIS that are
school-wide and at Tier II, which is discussed below.
Culturally Responsive PBIS
Despite PBIS being implemented in schools for nearly 30 years, students from
culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) backgrounds continue to be disciplined at high
rates (Cramer & Bennett, 2015; McIntosh et al., 2014; Vincent et al., 2015; Vincent et al.,
2011; Vincent & Tobin, 2011). Although PBIS has been implemented as a framework
that can assist many students succeed in school, its strategies are presumed culturally
neutral and therefore able to achieve a contextual fit in any given setting (Bal et al., 2012;
Cramer & Bennet, 2015). During the 1990s, consideration of cultural fit within PBIS was
not given direct attention (Sugai et al, 2000b). It has since been recognized that PBIS
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emphasizes “the importance of procedures that are socially and culturally appropriate”
and that “the contextual fit between intervention strategies and the values of families,
teachers, schools, support personnel, and community agency personnel may affect the
quality and durability of support efforts” (Sugai et al., 2000a, p. 136).
Researchers calling for cultural responsiveness in PBIS point out that the
behaviors considered desirable for school administrators may not represent the culture of
the student body (Wilson, 2015). Additionally, teachers may consider behaviors to be
maladaptive or problematic as a result of their own implicit bias or lack of cultural
understanding (Reno et al., 2017; Wilson, 2015). Bornstein (2015, 2017) argues that
PBIS implementation involves a shift from a disciplinary system of control to a
medicalized system of restoring order. Under this system, unwanted behavior is
considered deviant, abnormal, and evidence of possible behavior disorder or disability.
Similarly, Wilson (2012) contends that school administrators, who rarely reflect the
identities of CLD students, are likely to normalize behaviors that align with Eurocentric
culture. In this context, psychological health is assumed to be normal, and students are
taught that psychological distress is to be avoided, lest they be moved to a higher tier of
intervention (Wilson, 2012). According to Fraczek (2010), cultural responsiveness is
essential in preventing the normalization of Whiteness in PBIS, which would result in
teachers approaching cultural differences as deficiencies.
This section will first discuss frameworks and recommendations for implementing
CRPBIS. Next, a brief review of teacher coaching for cultural responsiveness within Tier
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II interventions and culturally responsive classroom management will be presented.
Lastly, the evidence for CRPBIS with diverse groups is discussed.
Recommendations for Implementing CRPBIS
As the importance of culture and context in PBIS has grown as a topic of
discussion, researchers are attempting to define culture while providing recommendations
for the planning, development, and teaching of PBIS concepts with consideration for
cultural responsiveness. Fallon et al. (2012) stated “culturally and contextually relevant”
is used to describe and consider the unique variables, characteristics, and learning
histories of students, educators, families, and community members involved in the
implementation of PBIS” (p. 210). Sugai et al., (2012 used behavior analytic theory to
expand this definition, stating that cultural miscommunication occurs when individuals
with different backgrounds interpret and react to situations differently than intended (e.g.
a student and teacher), and that these behavioral exchanges are interactive.
Sugai et al., (2011) provided recommendations for considering culture in
outcomes, systems, practices, and data collection across all three tiers of PBIS
implementation. These include providing opportunities for faculty to learn about cultural
norms, establishing norm-violating behavior monitoring at Tier I and for Tiers II and III,
examining consistency and implementing person-centered, wraparound processes while
using practices that are adaptable and have a strong empirical foundation (Sugai et al.,
2011).
Vincent et al. (2011) proposed integrating culturally responsive practices with key
features of PBIS. Recognizing that these features cannot be neutral because
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implementation does not happen in a cultural vacuum, the authors conceptualized
culturally responsive practices as mediators between PBIS key features (practices, data,
systems, and outcomes) and their goals. The authors conceptualized CLD as the resulting
difference between the cultural identities of individual students and their respective
schools, and recommended practices that respond to that diversity. The authors outlined
four ways for staff to support student behavior within a culturally-relevant context: 1)
commit to culturally-relevant and validating student support practices, 2) acknowledge
that data collection is not neutral and mitigate cultural bias in data-based decision
making, 3) systematically promote staff members’ cultural knowledge and selfawareness, and 4) use culturally-valid decision making to enhance culturally-equitable
student outcomes (Vincent et al., 2011). In supporting student behavior, teachers should
reward desired behavior of students in alignment with students’ cultural identities, so that
the common school culture that emerges from these practices would be relevant to all
students. Additionally, social skills instruction should be modeled by those sharing the
cultural background of the student and include family in that instruction. Data collection
is a crucial element of PBIS, and data are used to make decisions about students’ needs
and the effectiveness of PBIS practices. However, data collection is not culturallyneutral, and the authors issued the following recommendations in addressing this issue: 1)
test instruments that are presumed to be culturally neutral with diverse students so that
they are valid, 2) redefine operationalized definitions (e.g. rudeness) that are found on
PBIS instruments by including stakeholders from diverse backgrounds to minimize
cultural bias, and 3) disaggregate student data by race and ethnicity. Regarding staff
55

behavior, it is recommended that, along with systems promoting high fidelity and the use
of evidence-based practices and data, schools should also encourage staff member use of
culturally relevant and validating behavior support practices, and culturally valid decision
making. Lastly, student outcomes must be culturally equitable. The authors again called
for the disaggregation of student data by race, which would demonstrate the severity of
disproportionate discipline outcomes.
Teacher Coaching and Classroom Management for CRPBIS
Teacher coaching and performance feedback are essential features of PBIS
implementation (Freeman et al., 2017), and teacher use of culturally responsive
classroom management may reduce racial disparities in punitive discipline. Coaching is
one way that teachers can develop skills for cultural responsiveness (Larson et al., 2018).
In one randomized controlled trial, Bradshaw et al. (2018) tested the Double Check SelfAssessment with classroom teachers in 12 elementary and middle schools. Double Check
is a preventive intervention that augments Tier I elements of PBIS by providing five 60minute sessions of professional development training that addresses culturally responsive
practices and individual classroom coaching. All 12 schools were trained in school-wide
PBIS and had received the Double Check training, however, the teacher-level RCT
focused on an additional component of coaching. Outcomes were assessed through a
variety of sources, including ODR data, classroom observations, and teacher self-report
(Bradshaw et al., 2018)
Among the 12 schools in the sample, 38.93% of students were Black, 36.17%
were White, and 14.49% were Hispanic. Across the sample, 158 eligible teachers
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consented to participate, the majority of whom were White (75.3%) and female (85.4%).
Results of t-tests indicated no significant differences between the control and
experimental groups. Using hierarchical linear modeling, differences in outcomes for the
(N =158) were examined. When use of incidence rate ratios were used to compare
teachers assigned to coaching to those who did not receive coaching, office referrals were
significantly lower for Black students (β = −0.28, IRR = 0.76, p = .015) among the
former group of teachers. Classroom observations were measured using the Assessing
School Settings: Interactions of Students and Teachers (ASSIST) instrument. Teachers
who received coaching were rated by observers as nearly one-half and over one-third of a
standard deviation higher on their use of proactive behavior management (β = 0.34, p =
.01; Δ = 0.45), and ability to anticipate and respond to student problems (β = 0.29, p =
.04; Δ = 0.37), respectively. Regarding the self-reported data, the authors found no
significant difference between teachers who received coaching and those who did not
(Bradshaw et al., 2018).
Other research examining the classroom context includes a study published by
Larson et al. (2018), in which the authors explored the relationship between culturally
responsive teaching and school discipline. Using a mixed-methods approach, the authors
contrasted self-reports of culturally responsive teaching efficacy with observed practice.
Participants included 274 teachers at 18 schools, instructing a collective population where
41% of students were White, 34% were Black, and approximately 13% Hispanic or
Latino. Baseline data were collected through a larger intervention. Observations occurred
in 248 classrooms and a self-report survey was distributed online. Observers used the
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ASSIST observational measure to record teacher and student behaviors as well as
complete global rating scales on Student Cooperation, Teacher Proactive Behavior
Management, and Teacher Culturally Responsive Strategies. Using structural equation
modeling, researchers found significant associations between teachers’ observed
culturally responsive and proactive behavior management practices in the classroom and
positive student behaviors were found. The findings indicate that culturally responsive
teaching may reduce the use of exclusionary discipline. The authors called for research
that examines disparities between Black and White students as an important next step.
Evidence for the Effectiveness of CRPBIS
Research specifically examining the effectiveness of culturally responsive PBIS is
growing. In a 2012 review of the literature, Fallon et al. examined articles related to
culturally- and contextually-relevant strategies for behavior management in schools, with
a focus on PBIS. The two research questions addressed are: 1) How is culture defined in
research focused on behavior management, discipline, and improving problem behavior
in schools? and 2) What culturally- and contextually-relevant strategies are documented
in research focused on behavior management, discipline, and improving problem
behavior in schools? Only Question 2 is discussed below. The authors included 27
articles in their review – 21 qualitative and seven quantitative. They categorized the
qualitative literature based on recommendations from each study: those that pertain to
school personnel interactions with students, recommendations regarding educator
preparation, and then recommendations related to school personnel relationships with
parents, families, and communities. None of these recommendations specifically address
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school discipline or problem behavior. Three quantitative studies, however, did address
problem behavior. The first article discussed is a case study of a Chicago school in which
Bohanon and colleagues (2006) used ODRs as a measure of problem behavior. After the
implementation of PBIS, fewer students were referred to Tier II and Tier III
interventions, and ODRs decreased. In a second study, McCurdy et al. (2003) examined
the effect of PBIS on students’ (n=500) problem behavior in a racially diverse inner-city
elementary school. After the implementation of PBIS, ODRs and fighting decreased
significantly; 46% from the year prior to implementation to the second year of
implementation. Lastly, the authors presented a study by Lo and Cartledge (2006). The
authors used a single subject design with four African-American boys in elementary
school to examine the effectiveness of FBA in decreasing off-task behavior.
Experimental control was established, and off-task behavior of the students was reduced
to near or below the level of their peers (Fallon et al., 2012).
A portion of research supporting the effectiveness of PBIS among diverse groups focuses
on urban schools, recognizing that these schools have needs that are unmet by typical
school-wide approaches (Warren et al., 2003). A longitudinal case study presented by
Lassen et al. (2006) examined one middle school over a three-year period. The school, in
which 25% of students identified as African American, 40% as Hispanic, 30% as White,
and four percent as Asian or Pacific Islander, was considered much more diverse than the
state population. Outcome measures were problem behavior and school functioning.
Problem behavior was operationalized using ODR and suspension data. Two sets of
analysis were conducted to determine differences in the number of ODRs and
59

suspensions for each year of the study. First, descriptive statistics were generated.
Second, a series of ANOVAs were conducted to examine differences in ODRs and
suspensions for each year of the study. Using an alpha of 0.025 to control for Type-1
error, a significant difference was found in the number of ODRs from Baseline to Year 3
(F3, 2490 = 1.98, p < 01). A second ANOVA examined change in the average number of
long-term suspensions per student. The authors do not define long-term suspension but
do state that out-of-school suspensions can last up to five days. This second ANOVA was
also significant (F3,2490 = 1.19, p < .01), with post hoc analyses showing that the number
of long-term suspensions significantly decreased each year from Baseline to Year 3
(Lassen et al., 2006).
Restorative Justice/Practices
Restorative Justice (RJ) is a broad term that can be described as a philosophy,
(Gavrielides & Artinopoulou, 2016), a social movement, (Umbreit et al., 2005), and an
intervention (Ahmed & Braithwaite, 2012). At its core, RJ is centered on relationships,
comprising all stakeholders involved in an incident in an effort to repair and heal the
harm to the greatest extent possible (Zehr, 2015). The core principles of restorative
justice rely on fair and collective processes that center on nurturing, growth, and
community empathy as an alternative to isolation and imposed control (Sherman,
2007). When these values are practiced, students view discipline in schools as legitimate.
As this happens, a shift occurs in the application of discipline, increasing student
compliance and leading to greater feelings of fairness towards educators (Zehr, 2002). In
schools, RJ is often viewed as an alternative to exclusionary discipline practices such as
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suspension, expulsion, or police referral. Restorative justice, also known as restorative
practices (RP), is anchored in the ideas of reparation and holding students accountable to
the persons or communities they have harmed. All community members are included in a
decision-making process and come to a collective decision about what happened and how
the harm can be repaired (Schiff, 2013). RJ has also been implemented as a preventative
measure that assists in building relationships, and influences school climate such that
punishable behavior is less common (Brown, 2017).
Restorative practices have long been promoted by advocates and educators as an
alternative to zero-tolerance policies and exclusionary discipline. The National Education
Association (NEA) advocates the use of restorative practices, saying that RP will “help
educators get to the root of disciplinary issues... [by] having in-depth, facilitated
conversations that force students to practice empathy and take responsibility for the way
their actions affect others” (Flannery, 2015). Additionally, the American Federation of
Teachers adopted a resolution in 2014 supporting the hiring of personnel, training, and
resources for implementing restorative justice in schools that receive public funds
(American Federation of Teachers, 2018). Evidence for restorative practices as an
approach for keeping kids in schools and reducing the use of exclusionary discipline is
nascent but expanding (Fronius et al., 2019: Samimi et al., under review). Several
exploratory studies show promising results for RP’s impact on school climate, studentteacher relationships, and student behavior (Ashley & Burke, 2009).
Approaches in implementing RJ in schools vary widely. RJ can be added onto
existing interventions, such as PBIS (Sprague & Tobin, 2017; Sprague & Nelson, 2012;
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Vincent et al., 2016), or established as a universal approach to school discipline (Brown,
2015; Morrison & Blood, 2005). Considering variance in approaches, it can be difficult to
define RJ in schools. Additionally, some programs, such as teen courts or other conflict
resolution programs, may be termed as restorative justice. The International Institute for
Restorative Practices (IIRP) insists that practices such as these fall under community
justice, which is separate from restorative justice (Wachtel, 2016). The National Center
for Restorative Approaches in Youth Settings defines RJ as “an innovative approach to
offending and inappropriate behavior which puts repairing the harm done to relationships
and people over and above the need for assigning blame and punishment” (Hopkins,
2003, p. 3). Another definition, offered by Wachtel (2016) of the International Institute of
Restorative Practices, reads:
Restorative justice [is] a subset of restorative practices. Restorative justice
is reactive, consisting of formal or informal responses to crime and other
wrongdoing after it occurs. Restorative practices also include the use of informal
and formal processes that precede wrongdoing, those that proactively build
relationships and a sense of community to prevent conflict and wrongdoing. (p. 1)
Similar to PBIS, RP should be viewed as a multilevel system of interventions that
respond to the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels of support (Kidde & Alfred, 2011;
Morrison et al., 2005; Morrison, 2007; Morrison & Vaandering, 2012; Riestenberg, 2012;
Title, 2017). School-wide approaches focus on strengthening relationships between
students and faculty, (Morrison, 2007, 2011), improving school climate (Blood &
Thorsborne, 2006; Campbell et al., 2013), and increasing equity and cultural
responsiveness (Kidde, 2017; Knight & Wadhwa, 2014). According to Armour (2016),
applying RP to the three tiers of intervention “establish[es] a nonauthoritarian culture of
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high expectations with high levels of support that emphasizes doing things with someone
as opposed to doing things to or for someone.” Tier I RP approaches focus on relational
skill building and include everyone within the school (Morrison et al., 2005). Tier II
interventions focus on repairing harm between specific individuals within the
community, and Tier III practices respond to those with chronic behavior problems who
require the most intense intervention (Morrison et al., 2005). Aligning RP with three tiers
of intervention involves school-wide implementation practices such as training students,
staff, and faculty, and implementing practices across the RP continuum according to the
tier each practice aligns with (Sprague & Tobin, 2017).
Restorative Practices and Tiers of Intervention
While it is useful to relate RP to the three tiers of intervention, multiple practices
are usually implemented simultaneously. Therefore, it is not feasible to examine the
impact of specific practices that fall within delineated tiers of intervention. In the school
context, RP are viewed as a continuum that ranges from informal (e.g., affective
statements) to formal (e.g., conferencing) practices (Berkowitz, 2012). Affective
statements are personal expressions of feeling in response to others’ positive or negative
behaviors (Counsel, 2015) and serve to humanize the teacher and make the student aware
of how their behavior has affected that teacher (Mirsky, 2011). For a visual
representation of RP and MTSS, refer to Appendix C.
Restorative conferencing is a structured meeting where offenders, victims, and the
family and friends of both parties, all participate in a facilitated session with the intention
to repair harm (Wachtel, 2013). Another common practice is holding circles, which can
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be used for a variety of purposes, including community building, responding to conflict,
and teaching class material (Mirsky, 2011). Circles are meant to allow all participants an
opportunity to offer their perspectives and listen to one another in a safe and nonhierarchical atmosphere (Wachtel, 2013). Taken together, these three practices can make
a strong impact in schools (Mirsky, 2011). However, many more practices exist and are
implemented both formally and informally. A figure of the RP continuum and detailed
definitions of restorative practices are included in Appendix D.
While the RP continuum helps to understand how much structure, planning, and
resources are required for different practices, it does not correlate to the tiers of support
framework. Therefore, practitioners may place particular practices in the various tiers as
they are adapted to local contexts. This variation may be reflected in empirical research
as well, where authors are likely to use the same terms to refer to slightly different
practices. Theoretical typologies (González, 2012; Morrison & Vaandering, 2012) and
implementation guides provide clarity and some common understanding of RP as
disciplinary responses (Anderson et al., 2014; Counsel, 2012; Kidde, 2017) as well as
best practices for implementation (Anyon, 2016a; Berkowitz, 2012; Jain, 2014).
Tier I RP
The Tier I level of RP are universal (school-wide) and focused on prevention. These
practices tend to fall at the informal end of the RP continuum and may include using
affective or restorative language, conducting impromptu restorative conferences or
dialogues, facilitating community building circles, and holding circles or meetings that
respond to classroom incidents, as well as school-wide peacemaking circles (Berkowitz,
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2012; Title, 2017). These practices are centered on shifting the school environment to a
“restorative milieu” that fosters awareness, empathy, and responsibility, thus reducing the
need for more formal RP (Wachtel, 2013, n.p.).
Tiers II and III RP
The practices that may be categorized in the higher two tiers of intervention are more
structured and tend to fall closer to the formal end of the RP continuum. Tier II may
include affective statements, restorative dialogue, circles focused on solving problems or
repairing harm, and practices such as peer mediation (Berkowitz, 2012; Title, 2017). Tier
III practices offer individualized support for returning to school (e.g., re-entry circles),
and formal conferencing that may replace expulsion as a consequence.
Reviewing the Evidence of RP’s Impact on Exclusionary Discipline
Recent reviews by Fronius et al. (2019) and Gregory et al. (2016) identify
common findings in the literature about the impact of restorative practices in schools.
These findings include improved school climate, student connectedness, community and
family engagement, academic achievement, and student support, as well as reduced
suspensions, expulsions, and law enforcement referrals. This literature varies widely in
settings, content, models of RP implemented (e.g. adaptations from juvenile justice vs.
those developed specifically for the school setting), and geographic differences (Fronius
et al, 2019). Despite the widespread desire to implement RP across the United States,
most programs are still being developed (Gluckenburg et al., 2015). Consequently, much
of the evidence for RP’s effectiveness has been generated through institutional reports,
and the peer-reviewed literature is mainly descriptive. This section reviews both peer65

reviewed and gray literature that examines the relationship between restorative practices
and exclusionary discipline in schools.
The Impact of RP on Reductions in ODRs and Suspensions
When reporting on the influence of RP on ODR and suspensions, most
researchers do not include discussion regarding tiers of intervention, and tend to describe
RP at the school-wide level or in terms of specific practices that are not at the highest
intensity end of the continuum (e.g. various types of circles, restorative conversations,
and restorative conversations). It is possible, however, that the most intensive practices,
such as family group conferencing, as well as reentry and reintegration processes, were
also in place and impacted the discipline outcomes reported on.
Data from Denver Public Schools has been used in several studies exploring the
relationship between RP and suspensions. A reorientation of school discipline towards
restorative practices in Denver Public Schools began in 2003 and was made official when
restorative practices were adopted into the school discipline code in 2008 (González,
2015). An early report on the implementation of RP in Denver reviewed three years of its
implementation, from the 2006-07 school year to the 2008-09 school year (Baker, 2009).
After implementing restorative circles and conferencing, schools experienced an out-ofschool suspension (OSS) drop of 44%. More recent studies confirm the influence of RP
in reducing exclusionary discipline in Denver Public Schools. One longitudinal study
involved a multi-year investigation of restorative practices in schools across multiple
sites using a case study analysis conducted from 2008 to 2013 and district-provided data
spanning the years 2006 to 2013 (González, 2015). Descriptive analysis found that the
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overall suspension rate decreased from 10.58% in 2006 to 5.63% in 2013 (González,
2015). In another study, researchers used school records from the 2011-12 school year to
examine school characteristics associated with OSS (Anyon et al., 2014). After
accounting for student and school level covariates, the authors found that students who
were referred for discipline and received a restorative intervention were less likely to
receive OSS than those who were referred for discipline but did not receive a restorative
intervention (Anyon et al., 2014). Gregory et al. (2018) updated this study using data
from the same district from 2008-2015. Applying a cross-sectional design and multilevel
modeling, the authors included not only individual participation in restorative
interventions, but also school-wide restorative intervention use. It was found that OSS
dropped from 7.4% to 3.6% (Gregory et al., 2018). All three of these studies found that,
while OSS rates decreased in the schools overall, racial disparities in exclusionary
discipline also decreased. This is discussed in further detail later in this section.
Research in other parts of the country has found comparable results. In a multiyear study at Ed White Middle School in Texas, Armour et al. (2013, 2014) reported
similar impacts of RP on exclusionary discipline. In the first year of the evaluation, the
number of OSS decreased from 468 at baseline to 329 for 6th graders. In the second year,
the number of OSS decreased from 66 at baseline to 16 at year two for 6th graders, and
from 110 at baseline to 30 for 7th graders (Armour et al., 2014). In Maryland, Goldys
(2016) described how one elementary school employed a variety of circles (including
community circles in each classroom every morning, justice circles aimed at repairing
harm, faculty circles during staff meetings, and others), the use of virtues language
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(similar to affective statements), and school-wide virtue assemblies, among other
practices. The school found a 55% decrease in ODRs; however, data collection and
analysis procedures are not described.
Researchers have also evaluated RP implementation in Oakland, CA. Whole
school restorative justice (WSRJ) was first piloted at Cole Middle School, and then
expanded to two high schools (Jain et al., 2014). Davis (2014) reported that in one
Oakland school, suspensions decreased by 74% after one year of RP implementation. In a
2010 evaluation, Sumner et al. found an 87% decrease in the suspension rate at Cole
Middle School – from 72.4 per 100 students prior to RP, to 1.9 per 100 students the
following year. Later, Jain et al. (2014) reported on both the WSRJ and the newer peer RJ
program that were implemented district wide. Applied practices included circles,
mediation, restorative conversations, and family group or community conferences.
According to their report, Tier I practices take place in classrooms, Tier II are those that
involve family group conferencing, circles, and conflict resolution, and Tier III focuses
on re-integration of a student after a serious incident of harm. The number of overall
OSSs decreased from 6,150 to 4,758. From 2011 to 2012, the Black/White discipline gap
also decreased, from about 25% of Black students receiving OSS in 2011-12 to 19% in
2012-13.
The only published randomized controlled trial examining RP in schools is
authored by Augustine et al. of RAND (2018). This study compared outcome measures in
22 schools implementing RP through SSS to 22 control schools in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. Researchers used regression analysis to assess the impact of SSS after
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controlling for baseline outcome measures as well as student-, staff-, and school-level
factors. Researchers found an overall 16% reduction in suspensions in treatment group
schools, which was significant at the p < 0.05 level and had an effect size of -0.060. The
number of suspensions per student also decreased by 0.04 from a baseline of 0.34. When
dividing the sample into grade levels, suspensions in intervention elementary schools
were reduced by more than half from a baseline of 0.260 suspension days to 0.176. There
was a positive, but not significant, impact on middle schools. High schools demonstrated
a large, but negative effect – likely due to attrition bias.
RP as Alternative to Expulsion
Very little of the literature reviewed specifically reported on the impacts of Tier
III practices, or the relationship between RP and expulsions. One conferencing practice
that may fall under Tier III is family group conferencing (FGC). Some authors describe
FGC as a Tier II practice (Jain et al., 2014), while others describe it as belonging in the
more intensive Tier III category (O’Connor & Peterson, 2014). Jain et al. described FGC
as a mid-level practice that functions as an alternative to suspension. However, O’Connor
and Peterson stated that “family group conference becomes a disciplinary diversion, an
alternative to long term suspension or expulsion” (2014, p.2).
According to the International Institute of Restorative Practices, FGC originated
in New Zealand with the passage of 1989 legislation, and quickly became a worldwide
practice (Watchel, 2016). A family group conference is focused on repairing harm,
restoring good standing in the school, re-engagement in the school community,
accountability, and connecting young people to services and/or resources (McMorris et
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al., 2013). This practice is structured similarly to restorative conferencing and re-entry
processes (McMorris et al., 2013), with the one difference being the victim is not present
(Watchel, 2014). During FGC, social workers and other professionals share information
with families regarding available resources and expectations, and then leave the room so
that the family can create a plan with this knowledge. In the United States, FGC is
practiced in the criminal justice (Misrksy, 2009) and child welfare (Pennell, 2004;
Rauktis et al., 2010) systems, and has been widely implemented as a juvenile justice
intervention, (McGarrell & Hipple, 2007; McCold & Wachtel, 2012; Walker-Fed, 2002).
Although considered a primary restorative justice practice in schools, school-based FGC
is a newer phenomenon, and there is very limited literature evaluating its effectiveness
(O’Connor & Peterson, 2014).
Two evaluations of FGC in the Twin Cities area of Minnesota illustrate FGC’s
effectiveness as an alternative to expulsion (Beckman et al., 2017; McMorris et al.,
2013). First, a pilot project examined a family group conferencing restorative conference
program (RCP) as an alternative to expulsion for middle and high school students in
Minneapolis. This three-year project included every student that had been recommended
for expulsion (n=83). None of the students were expelled during this project, and the
average number of suspensions decreased from 2.38 at baseline to 1.38 in year three of
the program. There were several other positive outcomes of the RCP program:
attendance, academic performance, and credit accumulation all increased, while problem
behaviors decreased (McMorris et al., 2013). This program was expanded into St. Paul

70

Public Schools, where it was adapted for implementation in charter and other types of
schools (Davis & Friedman, 2018).
A second, smaller qualitative evaluation was later held in St. Paul Public Schools
by the same research team who evaluated the original pilot project (Beckman et al., 2017;
Davis & Friedman, 2018). The purpose of this evaluation was to examine lessons learned
and inform program improvements. Two case studies were conducted, and interviews
with 11 conference facilitators were analyzed. The analysis yielded four key findings: 1)
Participants recommended that the program be expanded and offered to more students
and families; 2) Barriers and catalysts were present at each stage of the RCP process,
influencing the efficiency, responsiveness, and impact of effectiveness; 3) The role of the
neutral third party facilitator was a key factor in the program’s success; and 4) The
support and accountability provided by facilitators increased program satisfaction among
stakeholders and assisted in re-engaging relationships (Beckman et al., 2017). Every
conference increased trust between the family, student, and school, even when students
continued to struggle and exhibited challenging behavior. The authors recommended
expanding the program and increasing follow-up involvement.
The Promise of Restorative Practices in Closing the Racial Discipline Gap
As data continues to demonstrate that students of color, especially Black students,
are far more likely to be suspended than White students and calls to end the STPP grow
louder, interest in the use of restorative practices to reduce racial disparities in school
discipline persists. Even though U.S. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos has
recommended rescinding the Obama-era guidance aimed at reducing disparities in school
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discipline (Meckler, 2018), many schools continue to rethink discipline and include
approaches such as restorative practices (Richmond, 2018; Shinn, 2019). Data has
demonstrated that RP is a promising approach to reducing racial disparities in school
discipline.
While no study has demonstrated an elimination of these disparities, many
researchers have found decreases in the Black/White discipline gap regarding
suspensions. For example, in González’s 2015 report, Denver Public Schools saw a five
percent district-wide decrease in suspensions over a six-year period, as well as a 7.2%
decrease in suspensions (from 17.6% to 10.4%) for Black students and a 5.5% decreased
for Latinx students (from 10.2% to 4.7%; González, 2015). Anyon et al. (2014) found the
proportion of students suspended decreased for all races. However, while students
identified as typically over-represented in suspensions and expulsions (Black, Latino, and
Native American youth, boys, and those in special education) had similar or increased
participation in restorative interventions, disparities in suspension rates between Black
and White students remained (Anyon et al., 2016b). Findings from the updated version of
this study conducted by Gregory et al (2018) support the findings of Anyon et al.
(2016b), which showed that participating in RP substantially reduced the odds that an
individual student would receive OSS. While the benefits of RP participation were clear
across the entire student population, they were not found to be substantially greater for
Black students, suggesting a need for approaches that address the broader contexts of
disparities (Gregory et al., 2018).
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Racial disparities in suspension have been found to narrow after RP
implementation in other studies as well. In their detailed overview of the RP
implementation in the Oakland Unified School District, Jain et al. (2014) tested the
association between RJ intervention and suspensions over time and whether the effect of
RJ interacted with race. Primary qualitative and quantitative, as well as secondary
quantitative data, was analyzed, with researchers’ application of descriptive analysis
having found that between the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years, there was a 29%
drop in the number of African American students suspended. Additionally, in the 201112 academic year, Black students were 25% more likely than White students to receive a
suspension, which decreased to 19% during the 2012-13 school year.
Safer Saner Schools Model
Safer, Saner Schools (SSS) is a RP implementation model developed by the
International Institute of Restorative Practices (IIRP) and was first piloted at a high
school in southeastern Pennsylvania in the late 1990s (Mirsky, 2007). The model, which
has been developed into a three-year program, has since been implemented in districts
nationwide, and begins with a two-day training for a school’s entire staff (IIRP, 2020).
Three practices emphasized in the program are restorative conferences, affective
statements, and restorative circles (Mirsky, 2011). Fowler et al. (2016) reported on the
implementation of SSS over a five-year period at Algonquin High School in Virginia.
Overall suspension rates decreased from 12% of the total student body receiving OCC in
the 2010-11 school year to 7% in the 2014-15 school year. When examining suspensions
by race, the gap between Black and White students increased during the second year of
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implementation, with a difference of 19.9%, decreased the third year, and increased again
the fourth year. During the fifth year of data collection, the percentage of Black students
suspended was 11.8% versus 4.32% for White students, a 7.5% difference (Fowler et al.,
2016).
The most recent research evaluating the SSS model is the randomized control trial
published by the RAND Institute (Augustine et al., 2018). Unlike other RP research,
which has found RP to lessen racial disparities in suspensions (Anyon et al., 2016b, Jain
et al., 2014; Gregory et al., 2018; González, 2015), this study demonstrated the
effectiveness of RP in reducing suspensions for Black students while the rate for White
students remained the same. The results showed that the number of suspension days for
Black students in schools receiving SSS decreased from 4.37 to 3.59. This finding is
unique to this study because, while SSS reduced the number of suspension days for Black
students, there was no change for White students. At baseline, Black students received an
average of 0.968 days of suspension, which decreased to 0.638 after SSS. For White
students, this number was 0.233 at baseline and 0.178 after intervention. These findings
highlight the promise of RP to reduce racial disparities in school discipline.
RP Implementation
The evidence for restorative practices alludes to a new paradigm for school
discipline and the end of zero tolerance. However, to achieve the outcomes of lasting
change and increased equity in schools, effective execution of restorative practices
requires thoughtful planning and long-term commitment. Implementation has been
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discussed at length by researchers and practitioners alike within a variety of school
contexts.
Morrison and Vaandering (2012) have found that restorative practices are most
effective when school culture is strong and supportive of norms that respect and value
individual students. This includes being consistent with school discipline. Authors have
highlighted the time it takes to develop such an environment within a school (Anfara et
al., 2013; Karp & Breslin, 2001). Additionally, administrator buy-in is key. Leadership
has been identified as the single most critical aspect of school reform (Morrison et al.,
2005). One study in Denver found that a principal’s vision and commitment was the most
essential strategy for the implementation of restorative practices, with staff buy-in also
being important (Anyon, 2016a). In 2016, Gregory et al. produced a report detailing the
implementation of restorative justice in four Brooklyn schools. The findings emphasized
that restorative justice requires long-term planning and vision from “higher ups in the
school system” (Gregory et al., 2016, p.12). Guckenburg et al. (2015, p. 12) stated that
“principals can feel protective of their school and resist having others (e.g., consultants
and technical assistance, or TA, providers) coming in to change how the school operates,
especially concerning their discipline policies.” As Fronius et al. (2019) observed,
readiness assessments may assist in developing both a theory of change and a timeline for
implementation.
As Anyon et al. (2016a) found, the desire to build restorative practices as a
school-wide approach requires strong vision and commitment. The investment into
restorative practices requires time of staff and administrators, resources, and buy-in that
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punitive discipline does not. The authors recommended that schools dedicate a full-time
restorative practices coordinator: “…it is simply not feasible, or sustainable, to train
existing administrators or mental health staff and ask them to take on restorative practices
in addition to their existing responsibilities” (Anyon, 2016a, p. 4).
Chapter Summary
I opened this chapter with an explanation of my literature search process. A short
overview of factors that contribute to the STPP and its possible interruptions was
provided. Two approaches, positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS), and
restorative practices (RP), were selected for in-depth review. An overview of the multitiered systems of support was provided as a framework for conceptualizing interventions
in schools. Next, the PBIS literature was reviewed for the three MTSS tiers. Culturally
responsive PBIS approaches were then presented. I followed with an overview of RP and
associated practices at different tiers. The evidence for RP’s effectiveness on reducing
exclusionary discipline was then reviewed, with a focus on office disciplinary referrals,
suspensions, and expulsions. Next, the literature examining RP’s potential to close the
racial discipline gap was reviewed. The chapter ended with a short overview of RP
implementation research.
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CHAPTER THREE: CRITICAL RACE THEORY
As marginalized people we should strive to increase our power, cohesiveness, and
representation in all significant areas of society. We should do this though, because we
are entitled to these things and because fundamental fairness requires this allocation of
power.
(Delgado, 2009, p.110)

I begin this chapter with a discussion of critical race theory (CRT) (LadsonBillings, 1995) – the guiding framework of this research – and an overview of my
relationship with this framework. I then briefly overview the relationship of theory to the
school-to-prison pipeline. Next, I discuss the origins of CRT and present its principles. A
review of CRT in education is provided, followed by how CRT has been applied to the
school-to-prison pipeline.
Researcher Orientation
I was first introduced to CRT through reading The Space Traders in Derrick
Bell’s (1997) book Faces at the Bottom of the Well. It was the early 2000s and I was an
undergraduate student majoring in political science. I had chosen to write my honors
thesis on Columbus Day, a holiday that was first celebrated in my hometown of Denver,
CO. My mentor and thesis adviser, who is an Indigenous man and an attorney, suggested
I read Bell and consider using CRT in my analysis. CRT made sense to me in ways that
other theories had not. As a political science student, I had been introduced to Marx,
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Keynesian economics, and the critical pedagogy of Freire. I had not, however, found a
theory that placed race at the center of our society.
I identify as a queer mixed-race, learning disabled, U.S.-documented citizen, and
first-generation college student. Wrestling with these identities as a young person often
meant feeling more fractured than integrated. As I continued exploring CRT’s
foundational works and authors, I began to uncover my own experiences within a
narrative of race and power. I approached a point where, for the first time, I was able to
affirm my lived experiences as located within the social context. I moved on from college
with a rudimentary understanding of CRT, but with a clearer understanding of who I was,
and how my identities were shaped in response to the environment around me.
Using Critical Race Theory to Understand the School-to-Prison Pipeline
While the metaphor of the school-to-prison-pipeline (STPP) is useful in
understanding the mechanisms and persistence of the pipeline, it is important to note that
the pipeline is not a theory itself (McGrew, 2016). In a critical examination of the STPP
metaphor and its literature, McGrew (2016) argues that school-to-prison-pipeline
literature is absent of a strong theoretical connection, and that relevant social theories are
missing (including biological, psychological, labeling, social control, strain, anomie,
social disorganization, feminist, and conflict theories), along with theories of resistance
and discussion of political economy. The author concludes that the two theories most
present in STPP literature are critical race theory and broken windows theory. Broken
windows theory is the now-debunked claim that disorder leads to fear and withdrawal
among residents of a community, resulting in more serious crime taking place (O’Brien et
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al., 2018; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). While broken windows theory may be useful in
examining the climate that allowed for the implementation of zero-tolerance policies in
schools, it does not address the current operation of the STPP, its mechanisms,
institutional factors, or disproportionate impacts on the pipeline population.
Some may argue that racial disparities in school discipline are “not a certain
indicator of discrimination or bias” (Skiba et al., 2002, p. 320). If, for example, Black
students misbehave at higher rates than their peers, disparities may be a natural result.
Skiba and colleagues (2002) explain that connecting disproportionality to racism is not a
straightforward task. Social desirability is likely to influence outcomes in direct surveys
such that it would be impossible to fully capture bias and discrimination, leaving
researchers to test and disprove other hypotheses that could account for disproportionality
(Skiba et al., 2002).
Additionally, interventions focused on addressing disproportionate school
discipline such as Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) and restorative
practices are largely guided by theories such as behavioral theory (Baer, Wolf, &
Risley, 1968; Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2007; Dunlap, Carr, Horner, Zarcone, &
Schwartz, 2008), and reintegrative shaming (Braithwaite, 1989). Neither of these theories
consider socially constructed identities or institutional factors such as racism,
discrimination, or implicit bias. Interventions grounded in colorblind ideology maintain
white power and do not address the racial dynamics of the school-to-prison-pipeline
(Anyon, Lechuga, Ortega, Downing, Greer, & Simmons, 2018).
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Although the STPP literature is largely disconnected from relevant theory
(McGrew, 2016), critical race theory (CRT) is emerging as a useful framework in
understanding the history, mechanisms, and possible interruptions to the STPP (Fujimoto
et al., 2016; Reyes, 2012). CRT offers an analysis that centers how race and racism shape
students’ experiences in education and with school discipline.
Origins and Elements of Critical Race Theory
Kimberlé Crenshaw (2011), explains that CRT emerged in the 1980’s as students
of color at Harvard Law School demanded diversity in their faculty and curriculum, and
that the resulting contentions over issues such as racial identity and educational access
remain present today. With roots in critical legal studies, radical feminism (Delgado &
Stefanic, 2012), and Marxism, (Zamudio, Russell, Rios, & Bridgeman, 2010), CRT’s
origins can be traced to the early work of Derrick Bell and Alan Freemen (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2012). Centered in critiquing Civil Rights era legislation, CRT was originally
framed in a narrow Black vs. White framework. This framework was quickly challenged
and, as CRT has evolved over time, a variety of critical theories have emerged and
continue to develop (Lopez & Warren, 2015). These include DisCrit (Annamma, Connor,
& Ferri, 2013), LatCrit (Delgado & Bernal, 2001), and AsianCrit, (Museus & Ifikar,
2013). Additionally, CRT has expanded into the area of education, addressing how race
and citizenship interact within the American school system (Ladson-Billings, 2004).
Tenets of CRT
Although movements have “spun-off” from CRT (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012),
scholars agree on a set of similar tenets, themes, and principles as fundamental
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characteristics of the theory (Crenshaw, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Tate, 1997).
While previously described as having a set of five foundational tenets (Abrams & Moio,
2009; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000), CRT continues to
develop its principles and approaches (Gillborn, 2015; Gillborn & Ladson-Billings, 2010,
Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001). For the purposes of this study, I will rely on a recent
iteration of CRT tenets presented by White et al., (2018), which includes the tenets of
intersectionality and material determinism, as well as the original five. The tenets are: a)
permanence of racism, which states that racism is a dominant force in our society and is
pervasive in all hierarchical structures within our society (political, social, and
economic), b) challenge to dominant ideology, c) voices of people of color (counterstorytelling), where normalized dialogues are examined and critiqued in order to
challenge stereotypes, d) structural determinism, e) material determinism (interest
convergence), which asserts that rights for African-Americans are only recognized to the
point that they overlap with the self-interest of Whites, f) intersectionality, and g)
Whiteness as property, which functions through the right to use, possess, and dispossess
as means to establish Whiteness.
Essential to CRT is a focus on race and racism, with the understanding that racism
is a normalized, endemic, and permanent part of U.S. society (Bell, 1992, 1995; Delgado
& Stefancic, 2000; Tate, 1997). Tate and others also emphasize that laws are not a useful
remedy to racial inequality, that laws are not neutral, and that there is no such thing as
colorblindness within systems in the United States (Bell 1992; 1995, Crenshaw, 1988,
1995; Tate, 1997). Furthermore, CRT focuses on the relationship among power, race, and
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racism, breaking from the typical single-discipline focus of most analyses by analyzing
race and racism in context using interdisciplinary methods (Delgado, 1984, 1992; Garcia,
1995; Harris, 1994; Olivas, 1990).
Table 3.1.
Tenets of critical race theory (CRT)
CRT Tenet
Permanence of
racism
Challenge to
dominant ideology

Voices of people of
color or counterstorytelling

Structural
determinism

Interest convergence
or material
determinism

Intersectionality

Description
The notion that racism is a normal
part of American society – racism
is ordinary, not aberrational
Criticizes or challenges claims of
meritocracy in society, the
colorblind paradigm, incremental
change, and neutrality law
The lived racialized experiences
of people of color are captured
through storytelling/counterstorytelling; aims to cast doubt on
the validity of widely accepted
myths/messages (in particular,
those held by the majority)
Widely shared practice dictates
significant social outcomes; Due
to the structure of certain systems
some problems will not be
resolved
The interests of people of color
will only be granted when they
converge with the interests of
Whites – mutually beneficial. The
Fourteenth Amendment does not
provoke a judicial solution
leading to effective racial equality
for blacks when the solution
poses a threat to the superior
social status of whites
Example: Brown v. Board of
Education
Explores the intersecting roles of
race, sexuality, gender, class
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Literature Sources
Bell, 1992, Bell,
1995, Crenshaw, 1988
Cook, 1990, Crenshaw,
1988, Freeman, 1995,
Gotanda, 1991, Delgado
and Stefancic, 2012
Bonilla-Silva, 2002, Cook,
1990, Delgado and
Stefancic, 2012, Matsuda,
1991

Delgado and Stefancic
(2012)

Bell, 1980, Bell, 1995,
Delgado and Stefancic,
2012

Crenshaw, 2011, Gilborn,
2015

The law is a contributor to the
construction of race. The US
court system drew boundary lines
around “whiteness”; therefore,
Whiteness is a form of property
that is protected by American
law. Whiteness presented its
DeCuir and Dixson, 2004,
Whiteness as
owners with facets of citizenship, Haney-Lopez, 2006,
property
which became valuable because
Harris, 1995, Leong, 2013
they were denied to those who
were not identified as white.
Property functions of whiteness
include: right to transfer, the right
to use or enjoyment, and the right
to include or exclude others
Note. CRT tenets: Descriptions and literature sources. Reprinted from “A mixed methods
exploration of the relationships between the racial identity, science identity, science selfefficacy, and science achievement of African American students at HBCUs,” by A.M.
White, J.T. S. DeCuir-Gunby, & S. Kim, 2019, Contemporary Educational Psychology,
57, 54-71.
CRT in Education
In 1995, Ladson-Billings and Tate published their now foundational article
“Toward a critical race theory of education” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). The authors
called for the legal concepts contained within CRT to be brought into the educational
sphere and argue that society in the United States is based on property rights, not human
rights (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Today, school segregation is on the rise (and it has
been since the 1970’s; Frankenberg et al, 2019). Very little has changed for Black
students since the passing of Brown v. Board nearly 70 years ago. Students of color are
still “expected to learn in schools where content, instruction, school culture, and
assessment are often racially hostile, exclusive, and serve as impediments for school
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success” (Howard & Navarro, 2016, p. 255). Ladson-Billings, (2006) has described this
lack of change as education debt, a term that recognizes the persistence of inequality on
an ongoing basis that takes multiple forms, including moral panics and the achievement
gap.
Ladson-Billings and Tate opened new paths, as well as introduced criticisms, in
talking about race in education over 20 years ago (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; LadsonBillings, 1998). Dixson & Rousseau (2005) revisited Lasdon-Billing and Tate’s
foundation work nearly 20 years after its publication in a review that asked how far
we’ve come in respect to CRT in education. The authors acknowledge that CRT scholars
have successfully positioned race at the center of education scholarship using many of the
CRT principles developed in the legal literature, while also calling out the underutilization of CRT tenets, with most scholarship focused on counter-storytelling and the
permeance of racism. Dixson & Rousseau argue that two characteristics of CRT in legal
studies are yet to fully emerge in the field of education: interdisciplinary research and
active struggle. They draw attention to CRT’s reliance on qualitative research, pointing
out that CRT is a problem-centered approach, and that the problem determines the
method, not the other way around (Dixson & Rousseau, 2005). The authors make a call
for CRT scholars to use “any means necessary” (including quantitative methods) to
address the problem of inequity in education (p. 22).
CRT also calls for activism; scholars must apply the theory to understand the
organization of society and transform it (Bell & Roberts, 2010; Stefancic, 2012). As
Dixon and Rousseau (2005) point out “CRT mandates that social activism be a part of
84

any CRT project. To that end, the stories must move us to action and the qualitative and
material improvement of the educational experiences of people of colour” (p. 13). In
Gillborn’s 2018 framework for critical quantitative research, collaborating with activists
and those with lived experience in conducting research is a requisite part of QuantCrit.
Additionally, Lynn and Parker (2006) suggest that CRT scholars work with attorneys and
activists to advocate for shared interests. The authors provide the examples of actions
such as 1) more scholarship on the hidden costs of racism, 2) more litigation against the
re-segregation of our society and our education system, 3) transactional work, 4) direct
representation and services, 5) community organizing, and 6) using equity audits to detail
the gaps in education services for students of color and provide avenues for remedies.
Stovall (2006) discusses their own experience not only as an academic, but as an activist
who helped to design a social justice high school in their community. Additionally, CRT
scholars’ own activism has been noted in the literature Dixson and Rousseau (2005).
These central themes or tenets of CRT have continued to develop over time through the
praxis of scholars including Dixson and Rousseau (2006), Ladson-Billings and Tate
(1995), and Solórzano and Bernal (2001), among others. As Ladson-Billings, (1998), puts
it “adopting and adapting CRT as a framework for educational equity means that we will
have to expose racism in education and propose radical solutions for addressing it” (p.
27, emphasis in original).
Application of CRT to the School-to-Prison Pipeline
Several authors have applied CRT to the school-to-prison-pipeline, many in
conjunction with other frameworks, such as Disability Studies (DS), (Annamma, Connor,
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& Ferri, 2013; Watts & Erevelles, 2004) and Critical Feminist Theory (Annamma et al.,
2016). Watts and Erevelles (2004) integrate CRT and DS in order to examine schools as
institutions of social control. The authors cite both CRT and DS relational construction
and use of storytelling in their analysis of school violence as a response to structural
violence experienced by students (particularly low-income male Black and Latinx
students). Building on the work of Watts and Erevelles (2004) and others, Annamma et
al., (2013) combine CRT and DS to provide a new framework of Dis/ability CRT or
DisCrit. The authors cite the racial disparities in graduation rates, school disciplinary
actions, incarceration rates, and special education in their reasoning for critically
examining why so many students of color fail or are failing and why. Critical race theory
and Critical Race Feminism guide an analysis by Annamma et al., (2016) that examines
the experiences of Black girls with exclusionary discipline. The authors apply CRT not
only because it challenges the dominant narrative regarding Black girls, but because it
also provides opportunities for praxis in policy and practice reforms in the education of
Black girls (Annamma et al., 2016).
Other authors have used CRT in examining how discipline is related to the
physical school institution. Blaisdell, (2016) uses CRT to racialize the spaces of schools.
The author highlights how Whiteness controls access and found that students of color
were often disciplined for behaviors that were not in accordance with White normative
behavior. In a study investigating the relationship between student race and location of
discipline incidents, Anyon et al., (2018) apply CRT to their finding that disparities in
discipline persist no matter the location of the discipline incident (classroom or spaces
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such as bathrooms or hallways). They encourage expanding the current definition of
implicit bias and call for structural changes that echo the principle of CRT which states
social institutions, not only individuals, reproduce inequality.
Currently, the utility of CRT in informing interventions to the STPP is largely
focused on analysis. Ladson-Billings (1998) established CRT as a useful lens for
explaining the vast and sustained inequity experienced by people of color in the U.S.
education system. This is demonstrated through applying CRT to curriculum (which
upholds a “master script” that erases non-white stories), instruction (approaches to
instruction assume students of color are deficient), assessment (intelligence testing
provides scientific rationalism for the deficient narrative), school funding (property
determines academic advantage), and desegregation (it is only promoted when it benefits
white students) (Ladson-Billings, 1998). In their use of CRT in education analysis,
scholars have continued to incorporate these foundational applications.
CRT legal scholar David Simson (2014) explains racial disparities in the context
of systemic bias rising from a long history of racial prejudice. Simson offers a conceptual
model demonstrating how the social construction of race connects power and privilege to
Whiteness, while perpetuating inferiority and worthlessness of Blackness (see Figure
3.1). This is the part of the process that demonstrates the CRT principal of race as a social
construct, endemic and permanent in U.S. society. Simson also provides a model that
applies this process to school discipline (see Figure 3.2). In this case, educators assign
race to students, taking into consideration phenotype, dress, ways of speaking, and
demeanor, among other criteria. Then, “influenced by longstanding notions of racial
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stigma, societal stereotypes and implicit bias derived in part from such stigma,
differential perception and evaluation of the same event when engaged in by members of
the racial majority and minority, and normative baselines regarding what constitutes
appropriate behavior,” educators ascribe meaning to student behavior and decide
disciplinary action based on that determination (Simpson, 2014,p. 533). Simson goes on
to discuss how stigma and implicit bias play a role in school discipline, saying:
Racially disproportionate suspension numbers represent a microcosm of racial
stigmatization in the United States and illustrate the real negative effects of
implicit bias on the lives of African American schoolchildren. More specifically,
the long and broad history of stigmatization of African Americans in the United
States has provided the fertile ideological breeding ground from which the
racially biased stereotypes that (sub) consciously influence individual suspension
decisions have developed. (p. 546)
Simson suggests that alternatives to punitive school discipline and zero tolerance, such as
restorative practices, have potential to reduce racial disproportionality.
In connecting restorative practices (RP) to CRT, Simson asserts that RP’s focus
on dialogue and encouragement of meaningful interactions can combat race neutrality
while “looking to the bottom of the well” (considering the lived experiences of those
most impacted). Simson is hopeful that, by bringing educators and students into circles
using the tools of RP, students will have an increased ability to share their stories while
educators can display honesty regarding their own behavior.
Chapter Summary
Critical race theory (Ladson-Billings, 1995) provides the guiding framework in
understanding the STPP. In this chapter I provide my orientation to CRT as a researcher,
present a historical overview of the theory, and examine the evolution of CRT’s tenets
through praxis over time. I conclude with a discussion of applying CRT to the STPP.
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CHAPTER FOUR: STUDY DESIGN AND METHODS
We [have] defined ‘White logic’ as ‘the epistemological arm of White
supremacy’. Rather than leading to a science of objectivity, White logic has fostered an
ethnocentric orientation. Most researchers have embraced the assumptions of White
supremacy.
(Zuberi & BonillaSilva 2008, 332)

This chapter begins with a review of the statement of the problem and research
questions. A brief description of the study context is then provided. Next, a discussion of
mixed methods approaches is presented. The present study is then situated within its
theoretical (critical race theory) and methodological (transformative and QuantCrit)
orientations. Lastly, this chapter details the current study’s design, including a description
of the data sources, recruitment, instrument design, and methods of data analysis.
Review of Statement of the Problem
Zero-tolerance school discipline policies have contributed to the disproportionate
exclusion of Black and Brown students from schools, often resulting in their involvement
with the criminal or juvenile justice systems (Dohrn, 2001; Reyes, 2006: Skiba et al.,
201l; Skiba et al., 2014) and an increased possibility of incarceration (Erkstrom et al.,
1986). This phenomenon has come to be known as the School-to-Prison-Pipeline (STPP).
Wald and Losen (2003, p.3) describe the STPP as “a journey through school that is
increasingly punitive and isolating for its travelers—many of whom will be placed in
restrictive special education programs, repeatedly suspended, held back in grade, and
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banished to alternative “outplacements” before finally dropping or getting “pushed out”
of school altogether.”
Review of Research Questions
The central question being explored, using a mixed methods approach is: What
characteristics and practices of schools mitigate racial disparities in exclusionary
discipline? While the discussion about racial disparities in school discipline often
revolves around issues of implicit bias, systematic racism, and stereotyping (Gregory,
Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Staats, 2014), this study focuses on the relationship between
school-level practices and a lack of racial disparities in discipline data.
This study aims to examine how school policies and practices relate to the larger
structural issues of systemic racism and zero-tolerance discipline policies. One goal is to
inform decisionmakers and practitioners in education about what practices have been
influential in reducing disparities. In this way, mixed methods research can be used as a
tool for change (Mertens, 2011). Although quantitative data is highly valuable, it would
be insufficient in providing a picture of which practices or interventions are most
feasible, how they relate to each other and other factors such as school culture, and what
barriers and facilitators exist in implementing inclusive discipline practices. Therefore,
the question of focus could not be answered without a mixed methods approach that
deliberately integrates a transformative, or social justice, framework.
The quantitative question being explored is what characteristics of a school are
associated with an absence of racial disparities in discipline data? This school-level data
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will provide insight into whether variables such as student demographics influence
success in mitigating disparities in school discipline.
Qualitative inquiry centers on the implementation of restorative practices in schools,
and the qualitative question being explored is what practices, interventions,
programming, or activities impact racial disparities in discipline outcomes? Semistructured interviews with teachers will explore their personal narratives to illuminate the
story of which practices, policies, and interventions have been effective in schools with
no discipline disparities. This combined approach paves the way for additional research
on decreasing racial disparities in discipline outcomes in schools across the United
States.
Study Context
The district studied is unique in that it implemented major school discipline policy
reforms approximately 10 years prior to the qualitative data collection for this study. The
focus of these reforms was to reduce reliance on exclusionary discipline and increase
alternative discipline procedures. Another goal was to decrease racial disparities in
suspensions and expulsions. The policy changes came about largely due to communities,
parents, and students demanding change. These stakeholders continue to monitor
discipline within the district and call for accountability to the changes made a decade ago.
The district has been successful in reducing punitive discipline; however, disparities
persist. Research has been published on the successes and continued obstacles faced in
the district using student-level data. This study examines characteristics of schools in the
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district with a focus on schools that demonstrate no racial disparities in their discipline
data.
Overview of Research Design
Development of the Research Study
All research is rooted in a philosophical foundation, which requires researchers to
be aware of their own assumptions and biases throughout the research process (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2017; Onwuegbuzie & Frels, 2016). In developing a research study,
Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) provide a framework (adapted from Crotty, 1998) for
grounding a mixed methods study in philosophy. This framework details four levels,
beginning with the worldview, then moving to the theoretical lens, methodological
Figure 4.1.
Four Levels for Developing a Research Study

Source: Creswell and Plano Clark (2017, p. 32).
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approach, and methods of data collection. The assumptions regarding knowledge creation
lead the researcher to choose a theoretical lens for selecting the research design. In turn,
the study design informs choices regarding how data is collected.
Worldview in Mixed Methods Research
Worldview is based on assumptions about knowledge creation (beliefs, ontology,
and epistemology), which inform the practices of mixed methods researchers. The
authors outline four worldviews that are most useful in developing mixed methods
studies (see Table 4.1). The first of these worldviews is postpositivism, which is mostly
associated with quantitative methods and is based in cause-and-effect thinking,
reductionism, observation of variables, and the testing of theories. The second is
constructivism, which is typically employed in qualitative methods and is focused on the
understanding of meaning or phenomena, formed through the worldviews of study
participants, which shapes the broader understandings and findings of the research. Next
are transformative worldviews, which are generally found in mixed methods research and
center the need for social justice and focus on marginalized communities. The goal of a
transformative researcher is to change society for the better and decrease marginalization.
Last, the worldview of pragmatism, which is associated with mixed methods research and
focuses on consequences of the research. It places more importance on the research
question than the methods and uses multiple methods of data collection. Pragmatism is
pluralistic and directed towards what works in the real world.
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Table 4.1
Four Worldviews Used in Mixed Methods Research

Note. Four Worldviews Used in Mixed Methods Research. Reprinted from
Designing and conducting mixed methods research, by J.W. Creswell & V.L.P.
Clark, 2017, Sage Publications.
Worldview of The Current Study
This study utilizes the transformative worldview. Mertens (2010) posits that
research situated in the transformative worldview not only seeks to promote human rights
and improve social justice, but also explicitly connects the process and outcomes of
research. According to Mertens (1998), it is necessary for the researcher to ensure the
transformative goal is infused throughout the entire research process. As a critical scholar
in social work, this means constantly being aware of my choices, assumptions, and biases
throughout the research process. To assist me in this, I focused on criteria Mertens (2003)
developed for a transformative research framework which have been adapted by
Sweetman, Badiee, and Creswell (2010): a) highlighting a community of concern within
which the problem is situated, b) utilizing a critical theoretical lens, c) developing
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research questions with an advocacy standpoint, d) including discussions of oppression
and marginalization in the literature review, and e) focusing on decreasing racial
disparities in school discipline in the discussion of findings.
Definition of Mixed Methods
Many researchers have attempted to define mixed methods over time. Creswell
and Plano Clark (2017) provide a brief history of these definitions and the ongoing
discussion regarding what mixed methods research is and how it should be carried out.
The authors highlight differences in methods, research processes, research purposes, and
philosophies throughout these definitions (p. 2). The first definition discussed was
originally developed by Greene, Caracelli, and Graham in 1989, focusing on the mixing
of quantitative and qualitative methods and separating methods and philosophy. A decade
later, in 1998, Tashakkori and Teddlie offered a definition that included all phases of the
research process and not only methods. Over time, others offered definitions and in 2007
the Journal of Mixed Methods Research (JMMR) offered a definition of mixed methods
research as part of its first call for papers (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017): “Mixed
methods research is defined as research in which the investigator collects and analyzes
data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative
approaches or methods in a single study or a program of inquiry” (Tashakkori &
Creswell, 2007b, p. 4)
While other scholars have offered definitions over time, (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie,
and Turner, 2007; Greene, 2007; Hesse-Biber, 2015) debates remain about the definition
of mixed methods within and outside of the mixed methods community (Creswell and
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Plano Clark, 2017). To emphasize intent of a study over priority, Creswell and Plano
Clark (2017) detail the core characteristics of mixed methods research. These state that
the researcher:
●

collects and analyzes both qualitative and quantitative data rigorously in response
to research questions and hypotheses,

●

integrates (or mixes or combines) the two forms of data and their results,

●

organizes these procedures into specific research designs that provide the logic
and procedures for conducting the study, and

●

frames these procedures within theory and philosophy (p.4).

Types of Mixed Methods Designs
Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) offer three core mixed methods designs for
researchers to use as a framework for designing their own studies. These include
convergent design, explanatory sequential design, and the exploratory design (for a
complete description of each, see Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017, pp. 65-66). In the
present study, a convergent parallel mixed methods design was utilized. According to
Creswell and Plano Clark, (2011) when using a convergent parallel design, the researcher
uses concurrent timing to implement the qualitative and quantitative strands of the
research process. The two strands are equally prioritized but remain independent
throughout analysis and the results are mixed during interpretation.
Methodological Framework: Critical Race Transformative Mixed Methods
The framework for this study design is rooted in critical mixed-methods research.
Critical research is grounded in critical theories that center oppressed groups, including
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those with marginalized racial, gender, sexual, and ability identities. For the past 15
years, critical race theory has informed education research focusing on institutional
inequalities using qualitative methods research (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; LadsonBillings, 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). In addition to the existing qualitative
literature, scholars are increasingly using CRT to inform quantitative inquiry (DeCuir,
Chapman, & Schultz, 2019).
In one example, Covarrubias & Velez (2013) argue for the use of quantitative
intersectionality in their examination of how Chicana/o students move through the
educational pipeline using US census data (p.290). This work is expanded on in the book
Understanding Critical Race Research Methods and Methodologies (DeCuir-Gumby,
Chapman, and Schultz, 2019). Covarrubias and Velez present their Critical Race
Quantitative Intersectionality (CRQI) framework, which argues that significance is only
one measure that may be important in determining difference when represented by
numbers. The authors call for the use of experiential significance, whereby the magnitude
of the measurement is determined based on the impact of the lived experiences of those
represented by the numbers (Covarrbias & Velez, 2019, emphasis in original).
Similarly, Garcia, Lopez, and Velez’s QuantCrit (2018), integrates the work of
Critical Race theorists with the methodological scholarship of Creswell (2014) and
Mertens (2007). This framework contrasts with Ladnr (1973), who, when discussing the
deracialization of social conditions that produce racialized inequalities, insisted that
personal values must be removed from quantitative approaches in research. Instead, the
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QuantCrit framework insists that all quantitative analyses related to racial justice consider
the intersection of social, political, economic, and historic factors (Garcia et al, 2017).
In 2016, Gillborn, Warmington, and Demack outlined key tenets for using
statistical methods for furthering social justice. These tenets include: 1) the centrality of
racism as a complex and deeply rooted aspect of society that is not readily amenable to
quantification; 2) numbers are not neutral and should be interrogated for their role in
promoting deficit analyses that serve White racial interests; 3) categories are neither
‘natural’ nor given and so the units and forms of analysis must be critically evaluated; 4)
voice and insight are vital: data cannot ‘speak for itself’ and critical analyses should be
informed by the experiential knowledge of marginalized groups; 5) statistical analyses
have no inherent value but can play a role in struggles for social justice. Garcia, Lopez,
and Velez (2018) later expanded on the ideas of QuantCrit to include the need for an
“ontological reckoning that considers historical, social, political, and economical power
relations (p. 157).”
In a 2017 article, Garcia and Mayorga incorporated QuantCrit into their mixed
methods examination of race and ethnicity as a variable in a higher education secondary
data set. This study used Critical Race Transformative Mixed Methods (CRTMM), a
methodology “that challenges normative educational research practices by
acknowledging that racism permeates educational institutions and marginalizes
Communities of Color” (p. 231). This CRTMM study is offered as an example of how
theoretical frameworks can be applied beyond the research question, analysis, and
interpretation, but also to the secondary data being used.
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CRTMM is framed as a social justice or transformative mixed methods design
that integrates CRT with two separate processes of data collection that are both
qualitative and quantitative, with integration occurring as a means of validation (Garcia
and Mayorga, 2018). This is achieved by questioning the quantitative elements of mixedmethods studies, including those employing a critical lens, and revealing how secondary
data analysis upholds white supremacy by continuing to rely on whiteness as a norm for
comparison and the erasure of differences within quantitative data sets.
Project Design
This mixed methods study examines differences between schools that show racial
disparities in discipline data and those that do not. To achieve this, a Critical Race
Transformative Mixed Methods design is used. Although the sampling for the qualitative
phase will be generated from the quantitative data, this remains a convergent design
because one set of data is not informing the questions asked of the other set. Data
analysis will occur separately and simultaneously, and the results will be integrated after
analysis of the two sets of data is complete (Creswell 2014). Regarding secondary data,
the authors of CRTCMM note that “when a secondary analysis is conducted, the
researcher accepts those theoretical decisions made by the initial principal investigator.
Applying a critical race framework to this argument, we also must account for how a
principal investigator did or did not account for white supremacy in their research design
and process.” (Garcia and Mayorga, 2018, p. 246; see Figure 4.2: CRTCMM Design.)
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This study utilized a critical race transformative convergent parallel mixed
methods design to assess the aforementioned specific research questions. The steps in this
design reflect the procedure recommended by Creswell (2014) in a convergent design,
except that the first step is to dismantle the dataset. This calls upon critical race
researchers to identify and name the limitations of the data set in order to denormalize
white supremacy (Garcia and Mayorga, 2018). For example, researchers highlighting the
collapsing of racial categories (e.g. all races recoded into “white” and “non-white”) and
critically examining the impacts of that decision within the qualitative data. Once the
questions, categories, and sampling methods are investigated, the researcher proceeds
with conducting the analysis. It is recommended that qualitative methods include
frameworks “which offer a means of validating experiential knowledge, giving voice to
numbers, and dismantling white supremacy by honoring those voices” (Garcia and
Mayorga, 2018, p. 248).

Figure 4.2.
Convergent Critical Race Transformative Mixed Methods Design

100

The transformative framework of CRTMM continued to guide the design
throughout integration, where I mixed the quantitative and qualitative strands within a
theoretical perspective (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011).
Procedures for the Quantitative Study
Secondary Data Set
Data collection was carried out by the district and occurred during the 2016-2017
school year. School personnel entered data into the district reporting system, which was
compiled into a report at the close of the school year. The report includes data for all
schools in the district. School-level variables relating to schools’ demographic
characteristics, school type and level, and discipline decisions were used for this study.
This administrative dataset had very little missing data in that it only included variables
collected through mandatory fields in the districts' student information system. Data was
missing for some cases regarding reporting of suspensions by race, which is discussed
below. Reliability issues may surface through data entry and documentation errors or bias
of the reporter(s). These issues have not been studied within this district. However,
research suggests that data produced by student information systems are reliable in
estimating student problem behavior and discipline outcomes (Irvin et al., 2004; Pas et
al., 2011).
Quantitative Sample
The number of schools in the data set totaled 218. However, this number includes
district-run, innovation, and charter schools. District-run schools are traditional schools
overseen by the district school board. Innovation schools are able to apply for waivers
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from state law and must submit an innovation plan outlining changes the school plans to
implement in order to improve student outcomes. Charter schools are free public schools
of choice that are founded by parents, teachers, or community members. Charter schools
provide a different type of educational program than traditional public schools. Each
charter school has its own governing board and a contract with either a school district or
the state’s Charter School Institute. Unlike district-run schools, innovation and charter
schools are not bound to district policies, including discipline policies, and therefore were
removed from the sample.
After removing innovation and charter schools, 106 schools remained in the
sampling frame, two of which were removed due to having no data available. Of the
remaining schools, 25 were removed because there was no data for suspensions by race,
therefore, discipline disparities could not be calculated. One was removed because the
school shared discipline data with another school, leaving a total of 78 schools.
Measures
School Characteristics and Demographic Variables
The cross-sectional data set includes all students who were enrolled in district-run
schools during one academic year (2016-2017, n=42,356) at all 78 schools. The racial
makeup of students in the sample was 41% Hispanic, 19% White, 10% Black, 2.7% two
or more races, 2% Asian, 0.5% American Indian or Alaskan Native, and less than 1%
Asian or Pacific Islander. These categories were determined by the district. No racial
categories were collapsed for the analysis. The preset categories included in the dataset
were uses, eliminating the need to deconstruct data. However, the categories included are
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limited in that they do not specify identities of students with two or more races or who do
not identify in the predetermined categories, i.e. Latinx as opposed to Hispanic
There are approximately 140 languages spoken by students in the district, and
26% of students in the sample were English language learners, while 15% had limited
English proficiency. The majority of the students in the district were low-income; the
district poverty rate was 70%, with 51% of the students in the sample having received
free and reduced lunch. Eleven percent of students in the district had special needs and
10% of students in the sample were in special education. Of the 78 schools in the sample,
28 were classified as elementary schools, 9 as middle schools, 10 as high schools, and 11
as some other configuration. Table 4.2 illustrates the number of schools.

Table 4.2
Schools by Type
School Type

Number of Schools
with Disparities

Number of Schools
without Disparities

Total

Elementary Schools

28

25

48

Middle Schools

7

2

9

Traditional High Schools

9

1

10

Alternative
Configuration

9

2

Total

53

25
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11
78

Independent Variables
In order to answer the quantitative research question, four hypotheses were tested:
1) schools with no disparities will refer a higher proportion of disciplined students to
restorative practices, 2) schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of
students of color, 3) schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of
students in special education, and 4) schools with disparities will discipline a greater
proportion of low-income students. Table 4.3 provides details regarding independent
variables.
The first hypothesis examined was that schools with no disparities will refer a
higher proportion of disciplined students to restorative practices. The independent
variable referral(s) to restorative practices was operationalized as 1 (the student was
referred to restorative practices) or 0 (the student was not referred to restorative
practices). This variable was part of the secondary data set. The student-level variables
were aggregated into percentages of the overall student population at the school level.
For the second hypothesis – schools with disparities will discipline a greater
proportion of Hispanic, Black, Asian or Pacific Islander, American Indian or Alaskan
Native students, or those who are categorized as two or more races. These variables are
part of the secondary data set and race is operationalized in the data set as 1 (belonging to
each racial group) or 0 (not belonging to each racial group) for all groups, including
White. The student-level variables were aggregated into percentages of the overall
student population at the school level.
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The third hypothesis is that schools with disparities will discipline a greater
proportion of students in special education. Special education is operationalized as the
percentage of students receiving special education. This variable was included in the
dataset and is operationalized as the percentage of students in each school with a “1” in
the variable. The student-level variables were aggregated into percentages of the overall
student population at the school level.
The fourth and final hypothesis – schools with disparities will discipline a greater
proportion of low-income students – operationalizes low-income as receiving free and
reduced lunch. In the United States, students whose household income is less than 130%
of the federal poverty line qualify for free lunch, and students whose household income is
between 130% and 185% of the poverty line qualify for reduced-price lunch (USDA
ERS, 2019). This measure is often relied on by researchers and policy makers to measure
economic disadvantage and has been determined to capture elements of disadvantage that
other economic measures do not (Domina et al., 2018). For this hypothesis, the
proportion of low-income students is operationalized as percentage of students receiving
free or reduced lunch. This is a variable that is part of the data set. For this variable, “1”
indicates being eligible, and “0” indicates not eligible. The student-level variables were
aggregated into percentages of the overall student population at the school level.
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Table 4.3
Independent Variables
Variable
RP
Race

Students of Color

Special Ed
Income

Definition
Received
restorative practices
as a discipline
outcome
Race of student
All students
categorized as
Hispanic, Black,
Asian or Pacific
Islander, American
Indian or Alaskan
Native or two or
more races
Receives special
education services
at school
Qualifying for Free
or Reduced Lunch

Indicator

Type

1=yes, 0 = no

Categorical

1=yes, 0 = no

Categorical

0=no, 1=yes

Categorical

1=yes, 0 = no

Categorical

1=yes, 0 = no

Categorical

Dependent Variables
The dependent variable is dichotomized as “have racial disparities in discipline
data or not.” In the data set, the variable “gap1617” was created by subtracting the out-ofschool suspension rate for White students from that of Black students in each school.
Schools with a result of zero (equal amounts of discipline outcomes for both Black and
White students) or a negative number (more White students disciplined than Black) for
this gap variable are considered to not have discipline disparities. Of the 78 schools in the
sample, 25 showed a gap equal to or less than zero: 25 elementary, two middle, one high,
and two with alternative configurations (see Table 4.2). This leaves 25 district-run
schools with no reported disparities, and 53 with disparities, for a total of 78 schools in
the sample.
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Quantitative Data Analysis
Quantitative data analysis software SPSS 27 was used to organize the data, run
descriptive statistics, and test bivariate relationships. Descriptive analysis was conducted
on the variables of interest to ascertain the missing data distribution, identify patterns,
check for assumptions, ensure all data was coded appropriately, and summarize the
frequencies and percentages for the variables. T-tests were conducted to determine
bivariate relationships between the sample characteristics and independent variables of
interest and the dependent variables.
Procedures for the Qualitative Study
Design of Interview Protocol
The questions of the qualitative interview protocol were developed from a review
of the research that evaluated common facilitators of racial disparities in school discipline
and promising interventions (refer to Appendix E). After receiving IRB approval from
the University of Denver, I conducted a pilot of the initial interview protocol. The
purpose of the pilot was to determine if its wording, length, and sequence were
appropriate, or if there were problems with understanding the interview questions. I
recruited participants by contacting people in my professional network of current and
former educators in Denver, Colorado, resulting in four respondents for the pilot, all of
whom were former high school teachers in Denver – two in charter schools and two in
public schools. Therefore, the participants who assisted with piloting the instrument were
not a precise match with the intended participants of the actual study interviews. I
received beneficial feedback, and modified, removed, or added several questions.
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Sampling and Recruitment
Recruitment ran from spring to fall 2019. The sample was selected via criterion
sampling, which involves “choosing settings, groups, and/or individuals because they
represent one or more criteria” (Onwuegbuzie and Collins, 2016, p. 286). The criteria for
inclusion in this sample was that potential participants must work in one of the 26 schools
identified as having no disparities in their discipline data. These 26 schools were
purposively selected as the recruitment pool for qualitative data collection. Recruitment
took place by directly contacting school personnel through school websites. Recruitment
emails were sent in spring 2019, and if no participants from a school responded within
two weeks, follow-up emails were sent. All personnel were sent a recruitment email
using IRB-approved language with the IRB-approved recruitment flyer attached (refer to
Appendix G).
When a potential participant responded to the recruitment email, they were given
the option of meeting in person or being interviewed via web conferencing or by phone.
They were also sent an electronic consent form and a short Google Form for the purposes
of collecting demographic data. Two participants chose to meet for an in-person
interview and 10 were interviewed by phone. Interviews were conducted in a private
space, either a place of the participant’s choosing if meeting in person (the participants’
office or home), or in my home office when conducted by phone.
Participants were informed of confidentiality procedures and asked to sign an
informed consent form. Each participant was offered a signed copy of the consent form
and a copy of the 9-question interview protocol (refer to Appendix F). All interviews
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were conducted in English. Participants were provided an in-depth explanation of the
study and its purpose. Participants were informed that they could discontinue the
interview at any time and were offered the opportunity to skip or refuse to answer any
question.
Additionally, a demographics survey was conducted via Google Forms.
Participants were provided a link to the survey prior to the interview (refer to Appendix
H). The survey included nine questions, including questions about job title, years of
experience teaching, and years in current school. Other questions focused on
demographic characteristics. For the question asking participants their race/ethnicity, the
instructions indicated “mark all that apply” and included the options of Black or African
American, White, Latinx, Asian, MENA (Middle Eastern/North African), Multiracial,
Native American/American Indian, and Other. The options for gender identity included
female, male, transgender, prefer not to say, and other. Options for sexual orientation
included queer, straight, bisexual/pansexual, gay, lesbian, and other.
Qualitative Sample Description
All 12 of the interview participants were teachers who instructed ECE (early
childhood education) through 8th grade. Half of the sample had been in their teaching role
for five years or more, and the other half less than five years. One participant had been in
their role for less than one year. Four participants (33%) had been working in their
current school for one to three years; three had been in their current schools for five to 10
years (25%), and three for 10 years or more (25%). Only one participant (8%) had taught
at their current school for less than one year, and one teacher had taught at their school
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for three to five years (8%). Two participants were less than 30 years old (17%), one was
over 50 years old, and the remaining nine were between 30 and 49 years old (75%). The
majority of the sample identified as White (10 participants, or 83%). The remaining two
participants identified as Latinx (1 or 8.3%) and Asian (1 or 8.3%). Ten participants
(83%) identified as female and 2 (17%) identified as male.

110

Table 4.4
2020 Demographic Characteristics of District Teachers Vs. Sample Participants
District
American Indian or
Alaska Native
Female
Male
Total
Asian
Female
Male
Total
Black or African
American
Female
Male
Total
Hispanic or Latino
Female
Male
Total
White
Female
Male
Total
Native Hawaiian or
Other Pacific Islander Female
Male
Total
Two or More Races
Female
Male
Total
Total

Sample
American Indian or
8 Alaska Native
2
10
99 Asian
23
122
Black or African
209 American
98
307
838 Hispanic or Latino
289
1127
3548 White
1180
4728
Native Hawaiian or
5 Other Pacific Islander
3
8
111 Two or More Races
43
154
6456 Total

Female
Male
Total
Female
Male
Total

0
0
0
1
0
0

Female
Male
Total
Female
Male
Total
Female
Male
Total

0
0
0
0
1
0
9
1
0

Female
Male
Total
Female
Male
Total

0
0
0
0
0
0
12

Note. Count of Teacher by District, Ethnicity, and Gender. Downloaded from the state
department of education website (state and website URL not included for confidentiality).
Confidentiality and Security
Qualitative data included audio recordings and transcripts of interviews.
Interviews were recorded on a digital voice recorder, and the audio files were transcribed
within 24 hours of the interview using Temi, a secure, instantaneous online transcription
111

service. Once the transcript was reviewed, the audio file was deleted. All identifying
information was stored separately from the interview data.
The demographics survey was conducted via Google Forms. Google Forms
includes automatic SSL encryption on all accounts, which enabled me to download
collected data through a secure channel. Names and email addresses of survey
participants were not collected. Interviewees received a link to the survey prior to the
interview and were verbally asked if they were able to complete the survey prior to the
interview. Upon completion, all survey data were uploaded into the secured folder on the
University of Denver’s server for analysis in SPSS.
Qualitative Analysis
Data were collected in the form of individual, semi-structured interviews. These
interviews explored what school practices, interventions, and other factors were relevant
to the participants. This was accomplished by asking questions informed by both CRT
and school discipline literature that prompted participants to share their experiences and
observations about discipline in their schools.
In analyzing the qualitative data, I sought to examine participants’ experiences
through phenomenological analysis (Padgett, 2012). In phenomenology, recommended
sample sizes vary from a minimum of six (Morse, 1994) to 25 (Creswell, 1998). I
continued interviewing until reaching saturation in data collection. Saturation is achieved
when data (measured in number of interviews) is collected until new data become
redundant of collected data (Grady, 1998). At the outset of each interview, I introduced
participants to the study and sought written informed consent. This included asking
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participants if they consented to the interview and to being audio recorded. Interviews
lasted 21 to 51 minutes.
Coding Rounds
In order to be as faithful to the phenomenon as possible, the qualitative data was
analyzed using the method developed by Colaizzi and described in Knaack (1984). First,
qualitative data was transcribed and de-identified. Once transcribed, interviews were
uploaded into Atlas.ti 8 for analysis. Next, each interview was read through as a whole.
Initial coding consisted of In Vivo and open coding, which included words and phrases
from the participant’s responses in the transcripts. This round of coding sought to capture
each participant’s experiences in their own words. Significant statements that pertain
directly to the experience of practices that influence discipline in schools were then
identified (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Once this round of coding was complete, axial
coding was applied.
Axial coding “is a qualitative research technique that involves relating data
together in order to reveal codes, categories, and subcategories ground within
participants’ voices within one’s collected data. (Allen, 2017). This step assisted in
determining both dominant and less substantial codes. Similar codes were merged into
the dominant code to decrease the number of codes and to assist with conceptual sorting.
Once axial coding was complete, the resulting codes were examined for emerging
themes.
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Integration of the Quantitative and Qualitative Data
Once the analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data was completed
separately, they were merged together. In order to integrate the data, three areas were
examined: 1) how the quantitative and qualitative results gave meaning to each other, 2)
the identification of where the qualitative and quantitative results converged and
diverged, and, 3) how both the qualitative and quantitative results relate and provide
greater understanding of the research questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). I also
centered CRT in my integration of the data (Garcia & Mayorga, 2017).
Chapter Summary
This study is grounded in the transformative worldview and follows a Critical
Race Transformative Mixed Methods (CRTMM) design. The convergent parallel mixed
methods design was employed due to the qualitative and quantitative data collection
occurring separately and concurrently. School-level characteristics were integrated with
findings from interviews with teachers to assess the relationship of these characteristics
with discipline disparities. Quantitative analysis assessed discipline data provided by the
district. Qualitative analysis examined participant’s experiences and understanding of
discipline practices in their schools of employment.
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESULTS
Education as the practice of freedom-as opposed to education as the practice of
domination-denies that man is abstract, isolated, independent and unattached to
the world; it also denies that the world exists as reality apart from people.
Authentic reflection considers neither abstract man nor the world without people,
but people in their relations with the world. In these relations consciousness and
world are simultaneous: consciousness neither precedes the world nor follows it.
(Friere, 1968, p. 248)
This chapter first presents results of the quantitative data analysis that answer the
quantitative question: What characteristics of a school are associated with an absence of
racial disparities in discipline data? This question includes four hypotheses:
1) Schools with no disparities will refer a higher proportion of disciplined students to
restorative practices.
2) Schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of students of color.
3) Schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of students in special
education,
4) Schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of low-income students.
Following the quantitative results I review qualitative results that answer the qualitative
research question: What practices, interventions, programming, or activities impact
racial disparities in discipline outcomes?
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Quantitative Results

To assess differences between schools with disparities and schools without
disparities, I first analyzed descriptive statistics on the variables of interest. Next, I
conducted independent samples t-tests to determine bivariate relationships between the
independent variables of interest in the two groups. As shown in Table 5.1, the means
between the disparities and no disparities groups were statistically significant for the
proportion of Black students disciplined and for the proportion of students receiving
restorative practices.
Hypothesis 1 is that schools with no disparities will refer a higher proportion of
disciplined students to restorative practices. The mean of disciplined students receiving
restorative practices in schools without disparities (M=0.36) exceeded that of schools
with disparities (M=0.22) by more than 50%. There was a significant difference in the
mean for proportion of students receiving restorative practices in the no disparities
(M=.36 SD=.34) and disparities groups (M=.22, SD=.25) conditions; t (76) =1.99,
p=.050.
Hypothesis 2 is that schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of
students of color. The demographic categories in the data were not collapsed, and the
means for all racial groups were calculated. Black, Latinx, and multiracial students
comprised a greater proportion of students in the disparities group than in the no
disparities group. White students made up a greater proportion of students in the no
disparities group (M=0.32) than the disparities group (M=0.21). The proportion of Asian
students was equal in both the no disparities and disparities groups (M=0.03). No Pacific
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Islander students were identified for either group. The racial categories with the largest
differences were Black (mean difference of -.11), and White (mean difference of -.10).
There was a significant difference in the mean for proportion of Black students
disciplined in the no disparities (M=.06, SD=.07) and disparities groups (M=.16 SD=.15)
conditions; t (76) =0.00, p=0.01.
Hypothesis 3 is that schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of
students in special education. The mean of disciplined students receiving special
education in schools with no disparities was 0.05. In schools with disparities, the mean of
disciplined students receiving special education was 0.08.
Hypothesis 4 is that schools with disparities will discipline a greater proportion of
low-income students, with “low-income” operationalized as receiving free and reduced
lunch. The mean proportion of students receiving free and reduced lunch in schools with
no disparities was 0.51 and was 0.71 for schools with disparities.
Qualitative Results
The purpose of the qualitative portion of this study is to identify the practices,
interventions, programming, or activities that impact racial disparities in discipline
outcomes. This section begins with a brief overview of the participants. The themes and
their subthemes are then presented.
Participant Synopsis
Ann had been teaching at McBride for 15 years at the time of her interview. Both
of her children also attended McBride from kindergarten to eighth grade. She doesn’t see
herself changing schools again, but before she came to McBride, she worked at Ortega
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Elementary for three years, which is located in an area of town known for being highly
polluted and low-income. Ann believes that it was good to have come from Ortega
Elementary to McBride, because the other way would have been a big adjustment. She
stated that teaching at McBride School was easier because at Ortega students had
numerous and serious needs. Meeting these needs as a school included making sure
students had food and clothing, dealing with student homelessness, and other issues. She
Table 5.1
Independent Samples T-Tests
No Disparities

Disparities M(SD)

M Difference TStatistic

M(SD)
American Indian

.01 (SD .00)

.01 (SD .01)

.00

-1.19

Asian

.03 (SD .02)

.03 (SD .02)

.00

-.11

Black

.06* (SD .07)

.16 (SD .15)

-.11

-3.47

Latinx

.53 (SD .33)

.52 (SD .25)

.01

.20

White

.32 (SD .30)

.21 (SD .21)

.10

1.62

Pacific Islander

.00 (SD .00)

.00 (SD .00)

.00

-1.60

Multiracial

.04 (SD .03)

.03 (SD .03)

.00

.42

Special Ed

.10 (SD .05)

.11 (SD .05)

-0.1

-1.3

FRL

.60 (SD .34)

.69 (SD .24)

-.09

-1.28

Restorative
Practices

.36* (SD .34)

.22 (SD .25)

.13

1.99

+p <.10 ∗p < .05; ∗∗p < .01; ∗∗∗p < .001 based on paired t-tests
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mentioned that one of her students at Ortega found their cousin’s body after the cousin
had committed suicide. Ann is grateful that she does not have to deal with those issues at
McBride - she can just teach. She says the expectations are high at McBride and that she
is held accountable by both the school administration and parents. Ann describes the
neighborhood where McBride is located as White and upper middle class.
Cynthia is a fifth-grade teacher at Ford Elementary. Ford is a Title One school
where more than 80% of students receive free or reduced lunch. Cynthia is starting her
third year at the school and loves it. During her first two years, Cynthia was in
intervention, but when the fifth-grade teacher retired, Cynthia was asked to take over.
Ford is located on the edge of the school district, in a neighborhood of single-family
homes. However, Cynthia mentions that there is a public housing development that feeds
students to the school. She described the students at Ford as highly impacted, having
experienced a high degree of trauma and who are “not afraid to fight for what they
need.”
Salvador is entering his 11th year working with preschoolers at Sliva
Elementary. For the first five years, he was a paraprofessional; he has just finished his
fifth year as a classroom teacher. Salvador teaches in Spanish only. He stated that many
of the students at Sliva are not having their basic needs met. They face hunger, unstable
housing, and personal hygiene issues.
Lily was a middle school literacy and language arts teacher for 13 years in New
York City before moving to her current town. She did not intend to return to teaching
after her relocation but could not find a job in another field that would pay what she
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would earn as a Masters-level teacher. She was substitute teaching when Anyon
Elementary hired her as a fourth-grade literacy teacher. She is finishing her first year of
employment with the school.
Samantha has been a kindergarten teacher for the five years that she has worked at
Bender Elementary and has served in the roles of team specialist and coach to associate
teachers. She will be a team lead next year. Samantha explained that approximately 90%
of students at Bender receive free or reduced lunch and that most of their families meet
the threshold for extreme poverty. She believes the school is 75% to 80% Latinx, 90%
Black, and the rest White and other. Before she came to Bender, Samantha worked at a
middle school in her current district.
Heather is an art teacher for grades 2 through 8 at Fulginiti School. She has been
at the school for 14 years and has also taught all grades from kindergarten to 12th during
her time here. Prior to coming to Fulginiti, Heather worked at various urban schools for
about six years. She called Fulginiti a completely different environment, and stated, “You
see where it’s located, so that helps you know what the population will be like.” She
pointed out that the school is located on the district border, in a wealthy area of
town. She feels that this one of the few schools in the district where the faculty’s racial
demographics match their students, who are mostly White.
Jennifer has many roles at Bellamy Elementary, including team specialist,
interventionist, and special education teacher. Her first year teaching was seven years ago
in another state, and she has been in her current district for six years, the last three of
which have been at Bellamy. Half of her students are in her special education classroom,
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and half of them are placed in general education but come to her class for intervention in
particular subjects. She described the school as mostly Latinx and said that it is located in
a very high Spanish-speaking area.
Trisha teaches special education to third through fifth grade students at Brisson
Elementary. She taught at another school in the same district before coming to Brisson 12
years ago. She stated that the student body is about 95% Latinx and low SES, with the
majority receiving free or reduced lunch. She described the students as highly impacted
and stated that they had witnessed and perpetrated a lot of violence.
Autumn is a first-grade teacher at Walls Elementary School. She was in her
second year at Walls at the time of her interview but had been teaching for eight years
total in two other districts before coming to her current district. She teaches a section of
reading and writing twice, to two groups of students, in the morning, and again in the
afternoon. She described the student body as diverse. There is one Spanish-only class at
each grade level, and there are also several students who speak other languages besides
Spanish at home but are educated in English at the school. Walls is also a Title One
school.
Ellen currently teaches ninth grade at Hache and is in her second year there.
Hache is a middle and high school, and last year she taught eighth, ninth, and 10th grade.
Ellen stated that the students at Hache have difficult home lives. She described the
neighborhood where the school is located as highly impacted and a food desert. There is
heavy gang activity and poverty in the area, with trailer parks nearby. Prior to Hache,
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Ellen completed a one-year teaching residency at Gerke Leadership Academy. Before
that, she was a paraprofessional.
Jonathan is an English language acquisition (ELA) teacher for fifth graders at
Valdovinos Elementary, which he described as a small community school. He teaches all
of the typical subjects as well as English language development and Spanish literacy.
Jonathan came to Valdovinos as a Teach for America volunteer. He has been teaching
there for five years. While he instructed special education during his initial year, for the
past four years he has been teaching fifth grade. He stated that the school has a wide
range of language diversity. According to his interview, Jonathan believes many of the
students have difficult home lives and trauma, and he mentioned that it is common for
students to have experienced a forced deportation in their family. A Title One school,
many of the students who attend Valdovinos are homeless.
Danielle teaches middle-school English language development to mostly native
Spanish speakers at Beltran Middle School. Danielle lived in another state prior to joining
Beltran, where she was a teacher for three years. This is her second year at Beltran, and
she teaches sixth, seventh, and eighth grade. As one of the lowest performing schools in
the state, Beltran went through a turnaround effort about 15 years ago and became wellknown as a school that makes a positive difference in the community.
Results for the Qualitative Question
This section presents and discusses the themes that evolved as a result of
answering the guiding research question: What practices, interventions, programming, or
activities impact racial disparities in discipline outcomes? Teachers were earnest in
122

sharing their experiences of school discipline. As described in Chapter Four, I utilized
Atlas.ti 8 to assist with analyzing the data across the 12 cases. Five major themes were
generated after reflecting on the codes, network maps, research question, memos,
transcripts, theoretical framework, and literature related to the topic. The themes that
answer the qualitative question are outlined below in the order they are presented and
discussed in this chapter:
Theme 1: District Influence
Theme 2: Administrator Impact
Theme 3: Parent Involvement
Volunteering
Not Just an Educational Institute
Theme 4: School-wide Practices and Culture
Unseen Impact
Cracks in the System
On the Path
Restorative Practices
Theme 5: Maintaining Whiteness
Implicit Bias
Teachers Do Not Reflect Students
Whiteness of Discipline
School as White Institution
Theme 1: District Influence
This theme describes the way in which participants in the study interpret guidance from
the district. The teachers in this study discussed their experiences with the district as
limiting their decision-making in discipline as well as supporting alternatives to
exclusionary discipline through training, policy, and other support. When interviewees
mentioned the district during interviews, I made sure to probe in an attempt to get the
participants to detail how they experienced interactions with the district. The result of this
probing and the analysis that followed resulted in responses that were largely based on: 1)
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how policy was communicated to the teacher, 2) which trainings the teacher had
attended, 3) if those trainings were mandatory or optional, and 4) who conducted the
trainings. In talking about the influence of the district and her frustration with not being
able to suspend students as a disciplinary option, Ann stated her perception of the
district’s move away from exclusionary discipline:
I truly feel like our principals are being told by the district that you can't suspend,
don't suspend, don't suspend, don't suspend.
As interviewees described their understanding of district-wide discipline policy, it
became clear that none of the participants were aware of the current discipline code set
forth by the district. Some teachers made assumptions about policy, while others
acknowledged their ignorance about district rules. Jonathan framed his school’s success
in reducing office referrals as at least partially due to district policy:
Four years ago we had 178 office referrals, which is at least one a day. Last year
we were down to 27. In the past we've had many out of school suspensions. Over
the past two years, we have not had any. I also think there's a district policy that
we're not allowed to have out of school suspensions as an elementary school
anymore.
When I asked Trisha why she thought her school had no suspensions in the past two
years, she responded:
I was told at one point last year that we have used all of our suspension days, so
that will no longer be an option. I'm not sure if our principal gets a quota from
somewhere downtown, her boss… I had never heard that before, but I do know
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that the district… Classically, you know, schools get marked down the more
suspensions you have. So it is something that they hold over schools as far as their
rating.
Danielle also brought up the incentive for schools to not suspend, however, in her
school, she described the practices of the school not matching the reported data:
There are lots of ways in which schools they're incentivized to make their
behavior data look better than what it actually is in there. A lot of ways in which
they do that, which affects suspensions in school and out of school suspensions as
well. There are times when they tell students to take a cooling-off period and ask
them not to come to school for a few days, which, you know, that's called, that's
called suspending someone. But if you just ask them not to come, then you don't
have to document that anywhere and that doesn't affect your data. Yeah, that's not
rare.
Sometimes these changes were described to the teachers as formal decisions and
other times they were communicated more casually by school administration. Ann
described how the shift in policy happened in her school:
We were in trouble because we didn't have a code. So we just did develop our
discipline policy on what kind of a thing warrants what kind of a consequence.
We just did that this year, just finalized it, so we can all kind of agree on what
things receive which consequences. And there's varying levels.
Training or professional development from the district was also mentioned by
participants. When I prompted them about the training they had received regarding
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alternatives to punitive discipline, participants described a variety of topics, some of
which centered on specific interventions, and other that did not directly focus on
discipline. For example, Jennifer talked about culturally responsive education:
The culturally responsive education is what the district is rolling out. They've
been doing it for a while, but now they're really putting a lot more resources and
appointing culturally responsive educators. Leaders in every school. So we have
two of those at our school who run the professional development sessions.
Cynthia similarly responded:
We go to trauma-informed teaching workshops. [Name of program], which is
something that the district puts on. It's a year-long professional development of
how to be culturally responsive.
Heather also described receiving restorative practices training, which overlapped
with her schools' PBIS initiative:
So he came out and did a presentation for us, which I thought was really good.
Some of our staff wasn't happy about it, because much of it we had learned about.
We had learned a lot of the concepts through Leader In Me.
Theme 2: Administrator Impact
Administrator impact refers to how teachers perceive administrator leadership (or
lack thereof) in discipline policy and practices. I interpret administrator influence as
relating to the tenet of commitment to social justice because for this theme, the
administrator’s commitment is the driver in eliminating racist discipline practices. School
leaders are responsible for pursuing the elimination of racism and other forms of
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subordination in their schools. For some participants, administrators’ decisions that
depart from the norm of exclusionary discipline may appear as a shirking of
responsibility. For example, Ann described her experience with her administrator as
“conflict avoidant” and stated:
I don't feel that we have a lot of support with administration. I think that's why the
restorative justice coordinator was hired, so that our principal does not have to
deal with behavior personally.
Additionally, Lily felt that, in her school, administration and faculty often
disagree on consequences:
Maybe either the parent or the administration wouldn't be what the teacher had
wanted. The teacher is going to want more discipline, stronger consequences, than
what the administration issues.
Other teachers were enthusiastic about the support they received from
administrators. When speaking with Cynthia about teachers who used punitive practices,
specifically sending students to the office, she highlighted how the Assistant Principal
worked to change practice:
I think that my assistant principal is just a phenomenal leader. I think she leads
with a lot of grace, a lot of compassion and also a lot of patience. She really
works with those teachers to say, okay, what are some other strategies? I mean
cause that's the last thing you really want to do is send a kid out of your room. I
mean, unless they're being aggressive towards others or throwing things, that's the
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last thing that you want to do. So she coaches a lot of the teachers to come up
with strategies with teaching the kids that they feel are disruptive.
Heather highlighted how her principal pushed for discipline reform in spite of
resistance from teachers:
Our principal began implementing restorative justice years ago. He did that as a
way to deal with students who are coming to the office and not all of the staff is
on board with him doing that. They seem to want more punitive punishment and
was a hard adjustment for some. But I think people are coming around now too. I
think it was just not what you've always expected, you know?
Teachers also viewed administrators as holding a vital role in a school’s shift to a
less punitive school culture. Samantha described changes she has witnessed since her
new principal headed her school two years ago:
I have definitely seen tons of changes. Like my first couple of years working at
this school, there were kids wandering through the school, bringing weapons into
school, tearing bulletin boards off the walls, cursing. It was pretty bad. And so
I've definitely seen a positive change over the past few years. And I think a lot of
that has to do with the current principal.
Jonathan points out the importance of administrators in driving change, even
without adequate resources or district support:
Almost all of this work has been pushed by our principal and our local context,
not from the district. I don't think we've really had a lot of district support for
getting away from that urgent focus on academics. The change from that
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philosophy that says when kids are misbehaving they need to be punished, to
having a lens of, kids who aren't following directions are doing it for a reason and
we should figure out what that reason is and solve it so that they can succeed in
the future. I think that's the big change in the mindset that's come from our
principal. All of our social-emotional work has really come from our principal
finding resources and time for us to do that and not from the district. Even though
the district says that, yes, we are going to be doing a lot of work with socialemotional care and supporting the whole child.
Theme 3: Parent Involvement
Parent involvement refers to the ways in which parents or caregivers are
perceived to be involved in students’ education. The conceptualization of involvement in
this theme is generated from the experiences of study participants. While the majority of
interviewees talked about how parental involvement positively influenced school
discipline, some also discussed its negative impacts. For example, Ann stated how
parental involvement can be a barrier to consistent discipline:
We do our very best not to involve parents, if possible. There's a sense that if a
teacher applies consequences, it's the teacher's fault. We definitely get a lot of
pushback from parents when we report that something happened, and ask, “Can
you help support us?” And then it turns around to what did you do for this to
happen and it's your fault. I never really understood that. But that can be a really
big issue in our discipline system, the pushback from the parents or the kids
thinking, well, my parents are gonna get me out of this.
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Autumn also discussed how parent involvement can make a beneficial difference
in the discipline consequences that a student receives:
If parents are more involved or have certain responses, I think that as our
administration, the admin team, they follow through with things when there is
parent involvement, which they're not always is. Or if a parent is against
something or wants something this way or that way, then they get sided with
more. Not like the parent who is kind of just not there or not as willing to be. I
guess I would say discipline outcomes favor parents that are involved, at least at
our school.
Some participants also highlighted the ways their schools actively sought parent
involvement in administering discipline. Jennifer shared how her school navigated
discipline with parents for more serious behaviors:
When something's a lot more severe then we usually have a meeting right away
with the parents and talk about different interventions that we should be trying.
That's usually a team of people that come together. I'm usually part of it just
having the Special Ed background. We meet with the parents and you get more
information on a student. Then maybe the practices we do with that student is
more of an intervention plan for them or a behavior plan. And that's more on the
severe end.
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Volunteering
Participants also described parent involvement as parents volunteering on
committees or participating in resource development for the school. Ann talked about the
resources the school received due to parent fundraising:
Our parents are very active. We had our annual auction and they raised over
$200,000. And that pays for additional staff. So we have paraprofessionals that
we wouldn't normally have from the district because they wouldn't pay. We have
a STEM lab that's funded by that.
Jonathan described a decision-making committee that involves parents and noted
the absence of parents of color.
We do have something called our CSC, Collaborative School Committee, which
is required by the district. I'm not sure if it's required by law or not, but it's a
district policy where students or teachers and parents and administrators and
community members all participate. And there might be a district person on it too.
I'm not quite sure. They together make large scale school decisions. Those are
busy volunteer positions, usually about ten parents on it. But they're White
families from outside the community who moved here who are interested in
working to make it a better school.
Jennifer also discussed parent involvement through committee work:
I forget the name of it, but we have a parent committee. Parents attend and they
talk about certain things, they would talk about the communication app, or they
would talk about restorative justice practices in our school or they would talk
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about upcoming events and how to be involved and what the school needs and
how to support the school. So we keep parents in the loop about that.
Not Just an Educational Institute
When discussing parent involvement, participants also emphasized the
importance of creating a welcoming environment, and that the school is “not just an
educational institute.” Participants described a variety of efforts made by their schools in
order to engage parents and families. Jennifer discussed the importance of multiple
strategies for parent engagement:
Every Friday is coffee with the principal. So even the principal sits and connects
with [parents] and talks about anything. It doesn't even have to be about their
students. It's just like, making the school feel like a family, making it a
comfortable place, not a scary place for people to come. And we have the family
event committee that does events throughout the year that include the community.
It could be a family math night where they come to the school. I think the last one
we did was a casino. We have multicultural night, where we have a lot of teachers
come who are starting out. So there's a lot of examples of how we like to make
school more of a comfortable place and part of the community. And this is not
just an educational institute, – we try to not make that the center, especially with
our school. Because we've been around, I think it was the first schoolhouse in the
area. So we've had generations of families come through our school. We have
grandchildren and great grandchildren coming to our school and their parents and
grandparents came to our school. So we try to keep that sense of family and
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community reflected in all the events we do. And so the parents, I would say
especially the Hispanic families, they're very much involved in a lot of things we
do at the school. I think there's a lot of avenues and a lot of ways and points of
communication we have with parents.
Samantha similarly noted about the intentional ways her school directly engaged parents:
We have community meetings weekly on Facebook Live. It is always a superpositive way to start the day, it's so fun. It's really great for teachers, for staff or
students, parents come. Also, my principal does a coffee and coffee and donuts
with the principal event. She usually does that once a month or once every other
month. I don't think the turnout is usually that great for that, but it's just a time
where she invites parents and community members in and she talks about what's
going on in this school, how we're spending money in the school, upcoming
events. So she can answer questions, things like that.
Cynthia talked about involving parents as part of their school-wide SEL initiative:
Part of our SEL grant is involving parents. And so we would have, I think they
called it like parent education night or SEL night for parents, and the parents were
able to pick what topics they wanted to talk about.
Theme 4: School-wide Practices and Culture
This theme encompasses the importance school context in influencing discipline
practices. When discussing school culture, participants cited several school-wide
interventions that have been described in the literature, as well as less formal practices
and norms. Often, school-wide interventions were not mentioned as stand-alone
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practices, but rather as components of a larger school culture that contributed to
discipline management.
Indistinct Impact
Interestingly, some participants described discipline as inconsistent in their
schools, while also acknowledging the salience of school-wide interventions. When asked
about how school culture influenced discipline, Heather talked about a PBIS intervention
that was impacting students positively, but expressed that she also felt discipline
incidents were increasing in number:
We started the Leader In Me program. It's a school wide program based on the
Seven Habits from Stephen Covey. And although it was slow, it did really start
changing the culture. We do a lot of service work, but also the Leader In Me
program has amplified that in a way that it's touching more of the kids who might
not have been interested in it. So that program has really changed the culture. It's
interesting because we don't have a ton of major disciplinary issues, but they are
increasing because our school population, but also, I mean, the number is rising.
We have more students than we used to. So more infractions or incidents.
Autumn also noted that, although her school was working to make change
through an SEL curriculum, more needed to be done:
We have a grant going right now for a new curriculum for socialemotional learning and I think that's a good push in the right direction. But I don't
think that it's necessarily solving all of our problems when it comes to behavior,
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and so I would like to say we have a really awesome, good culture, but I don't
really think that. I think we're striving to be there, but it's a lot of work.
Cracks in the System
Other participants described practices that they viewed as ineffective, or possibly
even harmful to students. Trisha knew that her school had hired a restorative justice
coordinator but did not express understanding of their role or feel that restorative
practices were happening in her school.
Trisha: Last year we hired a restorative justice, whatever you call them, person,
essentially a behavior person to deal with behavior. It's really just a para who,
their job is to deal with discipline.
Ceema: Do you think that is happening appropriately in the school, the restorative
practices?
Trisha: No. I haven't even heard of it going on. I mean, maybe the restorative
justice person is doing it, but I don't think it's in any consistent manner. I feel like
part of our problem here is that there is no consistent discipline going on. I feel
like at our school the principal doesn't want to deal with discipline and so it's left
to teachers to deal with.
Autumn explained that there are classrooms that teach in both Spanish and
English at her school, so when it came time to select an SEL curriculum, they chose one
based on the language needs of their students, rather than the quality of the curriculum:
So last year the grant was basically just there to decide which SEL curriculum
would fit best for our students and our school. And we primarily picked second
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step, which is the one that we're using currently. We primarily picked it because it
has a Spanish version of the curriculum along with the English version. And since
we have classrooms that teach in Spanish and we have English classrooms, that
was one of our biggest requests when it came to this curriculum. And so it was
one of the only ones that fit that criteria. There wasn't a lot to choose from.
Jonathan talked about modifying his school’s approach so that it is less punitive
and incorporates restorative practices:
When I first started, our school was pushing no nonsense nurturing really hard.
We did that for my first two years and then I started to drift away from that
because I felt like it punished the kids more than helped them with their academic
success. Now we still use the NNN, no-nonsense nurturing framework, but
instead of giving out basically punishments we do restorative conversations to get
kids back on track, like how behavior is affecting other students.
Ellen talked about the potential damage that she has seen happen when students
are removed from the classroom as a disciplinary measure:
They send out reports, just to give us an idea of how we're doing with sending
students out of the classroom. How many times people have had their students in
OSS, out of school suspension, and in school suspension. They try to give us the
numbers of how many kids had been sent to ALC.* I know from experience kids
not being in the classroom really has an impact. I teach math and when a student
misses even a day now they're behind and it can affect their confidence and their
comfortableness with being in the classroom. Because they just don't know what's
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going on as much. Sometimes I've seen a spiral where a student has been pulled
out of class repeatedly and is starting to feel behind, well now they may start
skipping class. And so it just kind of becomes a spiral. That's why I feel like as
little as a student can be sent out of the class as possible. I don't like sending kids
out of my class if I don't have to and I don't like kids being pulled out of my class.
*ALC refers to the alternative learning center, a room in the school where
students are expected to serve in-school suspension
Danielle also talked about the harmful impacts of removing students from class,
adding that the school is failing to properly track students and provide supports for them
to return to their classroom settings:
We have a room where students get sent if they have been kicked out of class
after receiving their four warnings, and that is not coded, like that data is not
collected anywhere. And when it is coded, it's put in as school business. So if you
run a search through our attendance data and you pull out kids who are like quote
unquote gone for school business, about 10% of that will be students who were
pulled for makeup testing. And the rest will be kids who are essentially in, in
school suspension. But we don't want to count it towards our suspension data. So
we just call it school business. But those kids were kicked out of class and are not
allowed to be back in until some sort of behavior resolution is reached. And those
kids are not receiving support from their teachers, from their special educators or
their language teachers. In some cases those kids are there for weeks and even
months at a time.
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On the Path
Participants also described how interventions and elements of school culture as
being effective in impacting discipline in their schools. Cynthia reported on the SEL
curriculum in her school as having positively shifted school culture and student
behavior:
We received a grant for a social-emotional learning curriculum, it's called Second
Step. So our language throughout the school is really consistent. We have a
wellness coordinator and we have a wellness room where kids can come and work
with him one-on-one doing restorative justice or maybe it's just having a
conversation. We have a set of core school values, one of which is to “own it.” So
when you do something that is out of line, the first step is to say, “Oh yeah, I did
that.” And getting to an understanding of why the behavior occurred, rather than
just giving a consequence for a behavior and not really knowing the back story.
So building relationships and having conversations with the kids is consistent
throughout the school.
Samantha discussed a behavior system that worked across her entire school:
We adopted what we call the behavior ladder. It's basically just a yardstick
covered in colored tape. Every teacher has one of those. Wherever the class goes
within the building, that's the same behavior system used by the specialist
teachers, by the people who are in the cafeteria, people who were in the
lunchroom, at recess. So wherever they go, the behavior ladder, it goes with them.
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That way everybody is using the same system. Students know what's expected of
them and are held accountable wherever they are on campus.
Restorative Practices
Participants often referred to restorative practices when discussing discipline
practices and school culture. While none of the participants named restorative practices
as the only discipline response in their school, many connected RP with other
interventions and school practices.
In Samantha’s school, a Dean of Culture serves as Restorative Justice
Coordinator. Samantha described how the role is carried out in her school:
She's really great with building relationships with kids and she fields a lot of the
discipline in our school. I would say most of the time restorative practices are
used when other students are involved. Like if the class was impacted, if the
teacher was impacted, she will facilitate a restorative justice meeting. And
sometimes that might look like the student coming back into the classroom and
doing a peace circle. It might look like a facilitated one on one meeting with a
student apologizing, telling them what they would do differently, steps they will
take to repair the relationship.
Ellen told me about how students work with the Restorative Justice Coordinator at
her school to implement restorative practices. She also explained that for her, restorative
practices are not just for discipline:
We have a restorative justice student group, so students that do restorative justice
circles for each other, to help give them that peer relation understanding... How
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what they do affects other people. We have one person in charge of discipline, a
Restorative Justice Coordinator, and then we have a student support team, so of
course he was on that team,
When they started having a good structure in place for restorative justice, they
saw huge decreases in the number of kids who had ISS and OSS, and the amount
of gang related activity. And I use restorative language all the time. The kids
come in just, you know, casually talking to me about relationships that they have,
whether it be friends or boyfriends, girlfriends, an idea they have, or even political
issues. I think that idea of recognizing how their reaction affects other people, not
just them, specifically not just having a boyfriend, but how that affects other
people and like what it's gonna do in the long term. I think those kinds of thoughts
are really useful in many situations. To just be more compassionate and aware of
their effect on other people.
Danielle told me that restorative practices at her school was partly why she
wanted to work there, and that RP is integrated into training for all teachers:
One of the reasons I was drawn to this school is their restorative justice. That was
something I was really interested in. I was really frustrated with the behavior
system at my old school, and I was excited to come here and see what restorative
justice looks like, especially because we have this reputation as being one of the
first one of the early adopters. As part of teacher orientation, we talked about
using restorative questions. We use a level system of conferences and
interventions to support kids
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Theme 5: Maintaining Whiteness
The theme of maintaining whiteness refers to the ways in which race continues to
influence how students of color are educated and disciplined. This may include implicit
bias of school personnel, lack of cultural awareness, or more explicit maintenance of
white supremacy.
Implicit Bias
Implicit bias surfaced in my interview with Ann. In her description of the students
she was instructing, she connected being White and upper middle class with being
“good:”
We have really good kids. Behavior is not a significant problem. You have a few
kids here and there, but for the most part they come well prepared. You know,
they're read to, they go to preschool, they have the things they need to be
successful once they get here and all we're doing is just teaching them for the
most part. So yeah, they're generally good kids. Obviously, it's mostly White,
upper middle class. We do have a few minority kids here and there.
Jonathan talked about the struggle of reaching equity in discipline:
Even with these restorative practices, I've noticed that we are still pretty like…
there are Black boys in the office more than any other students. That's just one
thing that I've noticed that I think it's important to note. Even with restorative
justice happening in our school, it hasn't really changed that. So I think there's a
deeper root bias there that needs to be really explicitly addressed in trainings, not
just for RJ but just in terms of school culture as well. That's like a glaring thing
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that I noticed is that our Black boys – they’re often times the ones who are in the
most trouble.
Teachers Do Not Reflect Students
Other teachers talked explicitly about the challenges of holding dominant
identities when working with students of color or from lower economic backgrounds.
Cynthia discussed her own social location and the differences between herself and her
students.
So I am a 46-year-old, middle class, White woman. And recognizing that and also
having the ability to understand different cultures and teach people and how to
form relationships with people of different cultures. The district talks about that
quite a bit. We are, like 85% White teachers in the district. But the students are
70% African American, Hispanic and other cultures. So I feel it's important. You
know, there's that gap.
Lily also bluntly noted the differences between students and teachers:
No, the faculty and teacher makeup do not reflect the diversity of the student
body.
White girls, it’s a lot of white girls teaching.
Jonathan talked about how, even with some Latinx faculty, the majority of
teachers did not match students’ backgrounds:
All of the Spanish-speaking teachers except myself are Latinx. There’s the gym
teacher, who is Latinx, and one other Latinx man, and the rest of our staff is
White women. They all come from outside of our building. And that leads to a lot
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of types of conflict. Our teachers are coming from backgrounds that are different
than our students, economically, socially, as well as their background, language,
education.
Whiteness of Discipline
Another way that participants described Whiteness being maintained was through the
construct of discipline. Jonathan described a conflict between restorative practices and
White discipline culture:
Restorative justice is such a huge shift in educational practice. It is completely
different from the model I had growing up. And I think a lot of other teachers who
grew up in White, middle class or upper-class educational systems. Which is what
happens to most of our educators because of the societal factors that push them
into teaching. Their model was this punitive model of behavior controls. They
saw this growing up, that's what they believe education should be. That bleeds
into a lot of other areas, for example, in terms of student talk. Teachers believe
that students should sit down and raise their hands and sit silently and listen to
them and do exactly what they say every time. And just like in terms of language,
telling students that are speaking wrong. That comes from a certain cultural
mindset. So there's a big divide between that and I think that that leads to a lot of
the disagreements that come up in schools, the difference between cultures. So I
think that a lot of times there's a disconnect between parents and families and
teachers.
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School as White Institution
Some participants talked about the school institution as a White space. Ann noted:
Parents are afraid to come into school cause a lot of them aren't here, you know,
legally or whatever. And they're nervous about that. And most of them, a lot of
them don't speak English, so they don't come in, they can't come and talk to you.
Jonathan talked about the institutional impacts of schooling on communities of color:
A lot of times parents come in and I think they automatically see the school as
antagonistic to their interests. I think that comes a lot from the historical
experience of schooling in communities of color and low income and underserved
communities where schools have served. So it has stripped away cultural
identities and punished students and punished families. I think that causes a lot of
issues.
Chapter Summary

In this chapter I provided the results of my quantitative and qualitative research
studies. Descriptive statistics and independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare
characteristics of schools with no disparities in their school discipline data to those with
disparities. Two statistically significant differences were found at the p < .05 level for
two variables: the proportion of Black students disciplined and the proportion of students
receiving restorative practices. Qualitative interviews revealed five themes that contribute
to not having discipline disparities: 1) district influence, 2) administrator impact, 3)
parent involvement, 4) school-wide practices and culture, and 5) maintaining Whiteness.
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION
“We cannot continue to be in partnership with an organization that has the culture
of violence and racism that the Minneapolis police department has historically
demonstrated,” Nelson Inz, one of the school board members, said. “We have to
stand in solidarity with our black students.” Public schools “cannot partner with
organizations that do not see the humanity in our students”, Minneapolis school
board member Josh Pauly, who helped draft the resolution, wrote on Twitter last
week.
(Beckett, 2020)

I begin this chapter with a short summary of the study. Then, a discussion of the
findings is presented. This will include a restatement of the research questions, an
overview of data integration and methods, and a discussion in which the quantitative and
qualitative findings are merged and interpreted together. Next, implications for practice,
policy, and future research are discussed. The chapter concludes with a discussion of
limitations of the research study.
Discussion of the Findings
By connecting the quantitative and qualitative data, I am able to further
investigate the similarities and differences within the interviews and quantitative
findings. Combining the quantitative and qualitative approaches allows for the gaps of
each method to be filled by the advantages of the other. The descriptive statistics revealed
all hypotheses to be supported by the data; schools with no disparities used restorative
practices more, and schools with disparities disciplined a greater proportion of Black and
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Latinx students, students in special education, and low-income students. At the same
time, the qualitative data provided descriptions of discipline practices in schools without
disparities. This included detailing the influence of the district and individual
administrator, parent involvement, school-wide practices and culture, how restorative
practices are implemented, and the maintenance of whiteness.
Data Integration and Methods Overview
The combining of the quantitative and qualitative findings, or data integration, is
an important step in mixed methods design. The central, or mixed methods, research
question guided the data integration process. An important aspect to integrating
quantitative and qualitative data is the amount that the data “fits,” or the agreement of the
findings from both data sets (Fetters et al., 2013). When evaluating fit, areas of
convergence and divergence are identified. For this study, the qualitative interviews are
the focus and are used to expand on the minimal findings provided by the quantitative
data (e.g. using interviews to illustrate the implementation of restorative practices in
schools without disparities). Developing a data map allowed me to display the findings
from the qualitative and quantitative data and link their components in one illustration. In
creating the map (see Figure 6.1), I linked points of convergence (qualitative findings
supported by quantitative data) and identified points of divergence (no links could be
made between the qualitative and quantitative).
Divergence
Quantitative research seeks to understand specific variables, with an emphasis on
generalizability over in-depth understanding of a research problem (Polit & Beck, 2010).
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Figure 6.1.
Data Map
As described in chapter five, the quantitative analysis of four hypotheses yielded
only three statistically significant relationships between the independent variable (schools
with no disparities or with disparities) and dependent variables (regarding hypothesis one,
proportion of students receiving restorative practices, and regarding hypothesis two,
proportion of Black students disciplined and proportion of Latinx students disciplined).
Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research seeks a deep understanding of a
research problem or phenomena (Polit & Beck, 2010). Relying solely on the quantitative
strand of the present study, it would appear that only the use of restorative practices and
students’ racial identity as Black or Latinx would influence schools’ rates of discipline
disparity. However, the qualitative findings rely on teachers’ experiences to tell a broader
story.
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Special Education
While the proportion of disciplined students in special education was not
statistically significant, the mean was slightly higher for the disparities group.
Additionally, the literature indicates that students in special education are disciplined at
greater rates than their peers in general education, especially students of color (Annamma
et al., 2014; Losen et al., 2014; Skiba 2002; Skiba & Peterson, 2000). Blanchett (2006)
frames the overrepresentation of Black students in special education in the context of
White privilege, asserting that teachers are not prepared to address the needs of ethnically
and culturally diverse students. These educators leave their preparation programs with
their White privilege intact and continue to view Whiteness as the norm as they teach,
test, and discipline Black children. Annamamma et al. assert that:
Lower achievement for certain racial groups can be connected not only to racial
disproportionality in discipline, but also to special education and juvenile justice
assignment. In other words, it is disproportional treatment and practices across a
number of interconnected educational systems that result in the disproportionate
outcomes in the STPP (2014, p. 54).
Yet, despite two participants being special education teachers, this finding was not a
theme of the qualitative data. Special education did surface when discussing school
resources or student needs but did not develop as a theme related to school discipline.
The absence of discussion is consistent with the CRT tenet of structural determinism.
Structural determinism is present in that it may be the institution of the school
system that dictates the erasure of students in special education, and subsequently
from my data collection. In referring to the active erasing of specific types of minds and
bodies from “being” in the educational landscape, Nusbaum and Steinbord (2019) have
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coined the term ontological erasure. The authors identify teacher education as a site of
erasure, which is not merely absence of or silence regarding disability in education, but
an active erasing. This erasure is rooted in hundreds of years of ableist mindsets (i.e.
eugenics), which resulted in school “ultimately becoming a place for disabled people to
be taught how to acquiesce to their oppression” (Nusbaum & Steinbord, p. 28). Since the
teachers I interviewed exist within this educational context, the widely shared practice of
erasing students with disabilities may have contributed to teachers simply not thinking
about these students and therefore not linking special education to school discipline.
Convergence
Restorative Practices
The relationship between the use of restorative practices (RP) as a disciplinary
outcome and schools without disparities was the most statistically significant in all of the
quantitative analyses. Moreover, teachers described their experience with restorative
practices as a welcome alternative to punitive discipline that was also useful in building
relationships with students. Restorative practices surfaced throughout the qualitative data
in several themes and subthemes. Teachers discussed how their school administrators
facilitated the implementation of RP, even when not all faculty was on board.
As discussed earlier in this dissertation, Simon (2014) asserts that RP may be
effective as an intervention in the process of racialized school discipline. Simon
addressed the CRT principle of counter-storytelling and its alignment with RP dialogic
tools and values. When considering how RP is experienced by teachers in this study, it is
apparent that teachers in schools with higher level of RP implementation are clearer
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about the benefits of RP. They prioritize learning about and using RP in their daily
interactions with students, which makes space for students to tell their stories.
Restorative practices also showed up in the subthemes of cracks in the system and
whiteness as discipline. This may be illustrative of teachers’ skepticism of RP, or in the
case of whiteness as discipline, the observation that, while RP is helpful, more is needed.
The CRT tenet of permanence of racism assists here, especially relating to Jonathan’s
observation that “there are still more Black boys in the office.” While RP may be a factor
in the reduction of disparities in his school, differential discipline is still a factor.
Students of Color
The hypothesis that schools with disparities would discipline a greater proportion
of students of color was supported by the quantitative analysis. The difference in
proportion of disciplined Black students was statistically significant. And, while not
statistically significant, the proportion of disciplined students who were Latinx was
higher in schools with disparities.
One way the qualitative findings relate to these results is through the theme of
parental involvement and its subthemes of not just an educational institution and
volunteering. In the theme of not just an educational institute teachers’ desires to
maintain a welcoming environment suggests a positive relationship between the school
and parents. A closer examination of this subtheme with a CRT approach offers a
different perspective. Race and racism are ever-present, and it is necessary to recognize
that the teachers in this study work in an educational system based on White cultural
norms with the goal of maintaining power in Whiteness. In this discussion of making the
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school welcoming for parents, a CRT perspective asks, “for whom.” The school as an
institution is already welcoming to Whiteness, therefore, this theme uncovers teachers’
need to make space for parents of color, revealing the power differential in who feels
welcome at a school and who may not.
The other subtheme of parent involvement, volunteering, demonstrates the CRT
tenet of Whiteness as property. In the qualitative data, teachers either explicitly stated or
alluded to White parents as the most active in volunteer roles. Ann had mentioned earlier
in the interview that the majority of families at her school were White. When talking
about parent involvement, she explained that parents raise hundreds of thousands of
dollars to support school resources such as technology and extra staff. While Jonathan did
not bring up fundraising, he did point out that the most involved parents were White and
not historically part of the school. Whiteness as property is demonstrated by the literal
transfer of money from parents to Ann’s school, and by the ownership displayed by the
White parents at Johnathan’s school.
The theme of maintaining Whiteness and all of its subthemes are also relevant in
demonstrating overlap between the quantitative results and qualitative findings. This
theme considers larger forces that shape how education is practiced, who holds power in
education, and how the Whiteness of schooling has harmed communities of color over
time. As implicit bias did not disappear with the ruling of Brown v. Board, shifting to
equitable school discipline will require material benefit to Whites. Jonathan discussed
how White ways of discipline are centered on power. Discipline will remain centered in
Whiteness until that power is beneficial to Whites in a way that is not harmful to Blacks.
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Interest convergence will require more than White teachers being aware of their privilege
or being trained in culturally responsive teaching. It will require mutual benefit.
Relational Uncoverings
This section discusses relationships in the data and salient points that are relevant
to integration but do not qualify as divergence or convergence.
District influence
The influence of the district on school-level practices was not included in the
quantitative design, but this theme provides a deeper understanding of both the central
and qualitative research questions. District influence from a quantitative perspective may
be considered a distal influence on discipline outcomes by some, but this theme
demonstrates its relevance. Teachers discussed their perceptions of district influence,
even though they did not report having first-hand knowledge of district policy. Bans on
suspensions, under-reporting of discipline outcomes, and creation of discipline codes
were all attributed to district policy. These attributions are all examples of structural
determinism. Here, the practices are driving the outcomes, not the set policy.
Low-income students
Hypothesis four states that schools with disparities will discipline a greater
proportion of low-income students. The quantitative findings indicate that a greater
proportion of disciplined students were low-income in the disparities group, confirming
this hypothesis. During qualitative data collection, students were often discussed as
“highly impacted,” or sometimes “low SES,” and many teachers described high
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percentages of their student populations being eligible for free or reduced lunch. Several
teachers also described the locations of the schools they worked in as “gentrified” or
becoming gentrified. However, income, poverty, or other indicators of economic status
were not directly included in discussions of discipline. This finding challenges the
dominant ideology about poor students, which is centered in the theory of a “culture of
poverty,” one of the reinforcing concepts of the STPP (Giroux, 2003).
“Culture of poverty” is a term first coined by Oscar Lewis in 1961 and relies on
the premise that people in poverty share a consistent and observable "culture” (Gorski,
2008). Lewis proposed that the universal culture of poverty included frequent violence, a
lack of a sense of history, a neglect of planning for the future, and other attributes, as well
as the belief that poor people are anti-intellectual and do not value education for their
children (Gorski, pp 1-.2). In short, Lewis’ theory claims that low-income and
minoritized children do not achieve in school or in life because of deficits in their home
culture (Persell, 1981).
As Yosso (2005) and other CRT scholars have discussed, dominant narratives use
a deficit perspective when considering the culture of communities of color. The
qualitative and quantitative findings presented here challenge the narrative of the culture
of poverty and others by demonstrating that impoverished children do not receive
discipline outcomes at higher rates than other children.
Implications
This study may assist school officials, practitioners, and scholars to address the
gross disparities in school discipline that have existed in this country for decades (CD
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Fund, 1975, U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Understanding the factors that
influence a decrease, if not an elimination, of discipline disparities may result in policy
change, and centering race in this discussion can bring a perspective that interrogates
Whiteness in teach and research.
Policy Implications
On June 2, 2020, in the wake of nation-wide mass protests of police brutality and
White supremacy after the murder of George Floyd, the Minneapolis Board of Education
voted to cut all ties with the Minneapolis police and terminate all school resource officers
(Saxon, 2020). While it is deplorable that such an event was required in order to
precipitate such an action, it is also promising that educational leaders have taken a bold
stance in condemning police within the context of racial injustice. While this dissertation
is not focused on the involvement of police directly, its results and finding can certainly
contribute to envisioning a new system of safety for students.
In the 48 hours that have passed since the Minneapolis decision, school board
across the country, including in Portland, Denver, and Miami, have announced intentions
to reduce or eliminate the presence of school resources officers (Campuzano, 2020;
Saxon, 2020; Skytta, 2020). This is a hopeful signal that there could be an end to the era
of zero tolerance. However, this study demonstrates that eliminating disparities in school
discipline outcomes is not as straightforward as implementing a single policy change.
School discipline must be considered in the context of a wider system of behaviors,
beliefs, and practices embedded within the educational system, not a problem to be
solved with a symbolic display of unity. Racial disproportionality is one symptom of the
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deeply embedded and complex nuances of inequity in school discipline (Simon, 2014,
Skiba et al., 2002), and until this perspective is infused into policy decisions, educational
administrators and government officials will perpetuate the status quo of race neutrality
in school-based initiatives.
Practice Implications
The findings of this study highlight the role that social workers have in
dismantling the STPP. As a social-justice profession, social workers should advocate for
practice and policy change as well as ensure students are receiving needed services
before experiencing school push out. According the National Association of Social Work
(NASW, 2010), social workers employed in schools often provide case management and
other services to students to strengthen their emotional wellbeing and improve academic
performance. School social workers help students, families, and teachers with problems
students may be having, including providing assessment and therapy, advocating for
services, and developing treatment plans. School social workers are also expected to
collaborate with teachers and others, provide training to teachers and staff, and manage
and supervise others (NASW, 2010).
In Winter of 2015, the National Association of Social Workers School Social
Work practice section called for the profession to address the school-to-prison pipeline
by: 1) recognizing the environment and where influences come from, and utilizing a
strengths-based perspective; 2) advocating for data collection and sharing; 3) including a
race analysis when discussing school climate; 4) seeking alternatives to harsh school
discipline policies; and, 5) engaging students who have been pushed out of school in
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returning to their education (McCarter, 2017). This call addresses the domains of
research, policy, and practice, highlighting social work’s unique ability to achieve social
justice through a variety of mechanisms. This dissertation seeks to partially answer that
call, but also to expand the conversation to include a wider discussion of systematic and
historical oppression and institutional factors that contribute to the STPP.
Research Implications
Despite a growing body of research and continued calls from activists, educators,
and young people, the discipline gap continues to increase. In 2010, Black students were
twice as likely to be suspended in comparison to their White peers (Skiba & Losen,
2010), and segregation in schools today is trending upward (Chang, 2018; Davis et al.,
2015). It is past time for researchers to heed the call of CRT’s requirement for praxis and
take an active role in advocacy. The results of this study provide insight about how
teachers explicitly and implicitly perceive race in school discipline practices, parent
involvement, and their own social location and development of racial identity. These
findings have the potential to impact how data is collected, reported, and analyzed, as
well as informing school-based interventions and training for education practitioners.
Study Summary
The purpose of this study was to understand differences in school-level characteristics
between schools with and without racial disparities, and to gain a deeper understanding of
the contributors to not having disparities in the context of systemic racism and zerotolerance discipline policies. Utilizing critical race theory (CRT) as a theoretical
framework (Decuir & Dixon, 2004; White et al., 2018), a particular focus of this line of
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inquiry was to investigate how this sample of educators experienced and responded to
policies, practices, interventions, and activities in their schools. In pursuing this line of
inquiry, three research questions were developed:
1. Central research question: What characteristics and practices of schools mitigate
racial disparities in exclusionary discipline?
2. Quantitative research question: What characteristics of a school are associated
with an absence of racial disparities in discipline data?
3. Qualitative research question: What practices, interventions, programming, or
activities impact racial disparities in discipline outcomes?
A review of the literature was conducted that focused on PBIS and RP as
promising solutions to eliminating racial disparities in school discipline. Much of the
PBIS literature is focused on school-wide practices intended to impact student behavior.
For example, several studies have examined the relationship between PBIS and ODR’s.
The PBIS literature overall suggests that PBIS is a promising intervention in reducing
exclusionary discipline. However, PBIS has not been shown to impact racial disparities in
discipline outcomes and literature calling for culturally responsive modifications to the
intervention is growing.
The majority of existing knowledge related to restorative practices as an
intervention to exclusionary discipline also focuses on school-wide practices. Restorative
practices have shown to be effective in reducing ODR’s and suspensions, but only one
type of restorative practice (family group conferencing) has been studied regarding
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expulsions. Currently, there is one published study that demonstrates restorative practices
as effective in reducing racial disparities in school discipline.
This study used a Critical Race Transformative Mixed Methods (CRTMM)
design, which uses CRT to interrogate the quantitative and qualitative data. I first
conducted quantitative analyses using IBM SPSS 26 to test four hypotheses related to the
quantitative research question. After completing descriptive statistics and independent
samples t-tests, two of the four hypotheses demonstrated statistical significance. I next
gathered qualitative data to investigate the experiences of 12 teachers from schools in a
large urban district. Network sampling was used to select 12 participants for the
qualitative strand. Qualitative data was collected through individual, semi-structured
interviews. I then transcribed the qualitative data and inductively coded it using Atlas.ti 8.
In line with phenomenological methodology, I engaged in multiple rounds of coding,
created analytic and reflexive memos, and developed a visual network of codes and
themes in Atlas.ti 8. Five themes relating to the qualitative research question emerged. I
then analyzed and integrated the quantitative and qualitative data using a CRT
perspective.
The findings from this study contribute to the literature investigating racial
disparities in school discipline. In using a CRT perspective to examine schools that do
not show disparities in their discipline data, I exposed the racialized nature of discipline
influences that were not overtly race focused. It should also be acknowledged that
although the participants in this study were teachers, the findings can be useful to all
types of school employees.
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Limitations and Future Research
While this study provides insights for the fields of insights of education and social
work, several limitations exist. This section provides limitations for both the quantitative
and qualitative strands of the study with suggestions for future research.
Limitations of the Quantitative Strand
The quantitative study utilizes a cross-sectional design, meaning that the
outcomes and exposures in the study were measured at the same time (Setia, 2016).
Cross-sectional design does not allow for causality to be established; therefore, a
longitudinal study would provide a more comprehensive picture of the mechanisms by
which racial disparities are eliminated in school discipline. Longer-term, more in-depth
knowledge of school characteristics and discipline disparities would support other
districts in shifting discipline practices. Longitudinal studies may also inform the causal
pathways by which schools eliminate disparities. A longitudinal approach may also allow
for greater equity within the data by providing opportunities for collaborating with
activists and minoritized communities who may critique and ask questions of the data
over time (Gillborn, 2018).
Another limitation of the quantitative data is that it was by the district, therefore
limiting the study to data that has already been collected. Similar to self-reports, there is
the possibility that any of the variables were under-or-over reported. Sullivan et al.,
(2011) acknowledge that administrative data is common in school discipline literature,
relying on it “may mask patterns and predictors of disparity that are contextually based”
(p. 111) and findings should be replicated and extended in other samples and across
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contexts. Within this specific data set, 25 schools (32% of the sample) did not report
suspensions by race, therefore, they were removed from the sample. The inclusion of
these schools would likely result in different quantitative findings. It is not clear why this
data was not reported; however, numbers are not neutral and by removing race (and
therefore racism), this serves as an example of how quantitative research has served
White Supremacy (Gillborn, 2018).
Two ways that the quantitative analysis was limited are that the sample size was
small (n=78) and school-level variables were taken from schools that are all located in the
same district, which may not be fully considered independent. Since independence of
observations is an assumption of multilevel modeling, this was not an option. A nested
approach with multiple students and teachers in each school would resolve this issue.
Depending on the characteristics and level (elementary, middle, or high) of schools
examined, a two-level model could be used (in schools where students change classrooms
or teachers multiple times a day) to allow for comparison of school differences. If the
focus is schools where students remain in the same classroom throughout the day, most
likely elementary schools, a three-level model could be implemented. The analytic
technique for either of these scenarios that would account for within-and-between group
variance is hierarchical linear modeling (HLM). An additional level could be added if
multiple districts are included, which would also increase the sample size. Of course, data
cannot speak for itself and such a study would require an additional qualitative strand to
interrogate the quantitative findings, center race, and include the insight of those most
impacted.
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Limitations of the Qualitative Strand
One limitation of the qualitative sample was that the sample is homogeneous in
several ways. First, only teachers were interviewed. Although the original study design
sought to capture multiple types of people working in schools, including teachers,
administrators, paraprofessionals, and others, snowball sampling returned only teachers
as interested study participants. The study would have a stronger CRT alignment had it
included others, especially students and families of color. Also, because this was a
convenience sample, it is possible that this study did not include teacher perspectives that
would have added a greater level of sophistication to the data. For example, the sample
was almost entirely White. From a CRT standpoint, only capturing the perspectives of
teachers, especially White teachers, maintains the validity of the myths and messages
held by the dominant majority (White et al., 2018).
Another limitation to the qualitative strand was the use of only one coder and
analyst, me. The original study design proposed adding a second coder, however, this
was not possible. Establishing inter-coder agreement is important in limiting bias
(Creswell, 2013). In order to address this, I employed extensive analytic and reflexive
memoing. Still, my own proximity to the topic, biases, and assumptions are present in all
components of this study.
Future Research
This study was limited to secondary quantitative data from one school district and
primary qualitative data with 12 teachers. It would be worthwhile to replicate this study
incorporating the above suggestions for longitudinal research and using multilevel
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modeling. In addition to secondary data analysis and interviews, I would add a third
component of data collection through direct observation. In addition to having more
primary data, my presence in schools may result in a more diverse qualitative sample.
Such a study would result in increased generalizability and transferability of results.
Additional research that includes parents, students, and community members is
needed in order to more fully develop the narrative regarding the elimination of discipline
disparities. I am especially interested in gathering stories of students who have
experienced the benefits of interventions to the STPP. For example, students who
received restorative interventions as an alternative to expulsion. Such a study would add
the CRTMM literature while also providing insight into young peoples’ lived
experiences.
Lastly, the current study only included teachers employed in district-operated
schools. I would like to develop a study that includes other school employees, such as
administrators, as well as charter and innovation schools. Such a study may provide
insight into whether district policies are a barrier to eliminating disparities and what
practices from non-public schools may contribute to eliminating or maintaining
disparities.
Chapter Summary
In this chapter I provided discussion of the findings, including areas of
convergence and diverges and integrating the quantitative and qualitative data. Critical
race theory informed this discussion and the process of data integration. Next, I provided
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a summary of the research. Implications for practice, policy and future research were
discussed. The chapter concluded with limitations.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Language and Definitions
Explanation of language choices
First, I need to discuss my intention towards removing ableist language from this
dissertation. There is not one agreed-upon definition of ableism, but like racism, ableism
centers power in relationships (Carruthers, 2019). Ableist language refers to words that
influence individual perspectives on self-worth, determine social position, and signify
societal response to behavior (Carruthers, 2019). As a person who does not experience
ableism in its most insidious forms, I have no right to presume how disabled people are
impacted by language. What I can do, however, is strive toward eliminating language that
may generate oppression. I have made efforts towards this elimination throughout this
dissertation. However, I’m certain that there are words that may be offensive, or
oppressive, located in this text.
Second is the decision to use the term “pushout” and eliminate the word
“dropout.” The term pushout is increasingly replacing dropout in both scholarly and
activist rhetoric (Dignity in Schools, 2014; 2019; Luna & Revilla, 2013; Morris, 2016).
This shift speaks to the leaving of school as not only an individual choice, but a result of
institutional practices and policies. For example, Johnston-Goodstar & VeLure
Roholt (2017) examine the role of racial microaggressions in Native American youths’
experience of leaving school. Coupled with reliance on zero-tolerance policies and
exclusionary discipline, the authority of law enforcement personnel in schools, and a
history of systematic racism and inequality, students can be systematically discouraged
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from completing their education (Dignity in Schools, 2014). The term “pushout”
implicates not only the student, but the systematic and institutional factors that result in
youth leaving school.

Glossary
The following list of terms and definitions has been compiled from organizations
working to improve equity in schools.
Criminalization is the labeling of an individual or group, his or her activities, culture
and/or identity as deviant, dangerous and undesirable and the corresponding suppression
of that individual or group by authorities. Criminalized people and populations do not
need to engage in illegal or harmful behavior to be treated as criminals but are regularly
targeted for surveillance, police stops, frisks and questioning, and school suspension and
expulsion. Criminalization often extends beyond police and court systems to impact the
larger society’s perception and treatment of the individual or group. Education Justice
Alliance (2013, n.p.)
Curriculum – Lessons and academic content taught in a school or in a specific course or
program; the courses that are taught by a school or college.
Discipline – To understand and address the causes of behavior, resolve conflicts, repair
the harm done, restore relationships and reintegrate students into the school community.
Also, to teach, model and instruct.

210

Exclusion – Any removal, suspension, expulsion or involuntary transfer for discipline
reasons that removes a student from their regular classroom. Exclusion should only be
used as a last resort and only for a school-based infraction (that takes place on school
grounds and during the school’s operating hours). (Dignity in Schools, 2019, p.3)
Expulsion – Any long-term exclusion from school attendance and school privileges for a
period of more than 5 consecutive days of school or 10 cumulative days of school over
the course of a school year, including long term suspensions and expulsions and
permanent exclusions from school. Expulsion shall not be a complete cessation of
educational services but the removal of the student from his or her current school
environment, with alternative educational services provided. (Dignity in Schools, 2019,
p.2)
In-school suspension – Any temporary removal of a student from their regular
classroom(s) or daily class schedule for disciplinary purposes to another setting (e.g., an
alternate classroom in their school) where the student remains under the direct
supervision of school personnel (direct supervision means school personnel are
physically in the same location as students under their supervision). (Dignity in Schools,
2019, p.3)
Institutional Racism means the norms, policies and practices that are structured into
political, societal and economic institutions that have the net effect of imposing
oppressive conditions and denying rights, opportunity, and equality to identifiable groups
based upon race or ethnicity (NEA, 2016, n.p.).
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Implicit Bias means the deep-seated attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding,
actions and decisions in an unconscious manner (NEA, 2016, n.p.).
Out-of-school suspension – Any temporary removal of a student from their regular school
for at least a half day and up to 5 days consecutively or 10 days cumulatively for
disciplinary purposes to another setting (e.g., home, behavior center). Out-of-school
suspensions include removals in which educational services are provided (e.g., schoolprovided at home instruction or tutoring or removal to an alternative school or other
regular school) (Dignity in Schools, 2019, p. 5)
Pushout refers to the numerous and systemic factors that prevent or discourage young
people from remaining on track to complete their education and has severe and lasting
consequences for students, parents, schools, and communities. These factors include,
among others, the failure to provide essential components of a high quality education,
lack of stakeholder participation in decision-making, over-reliance on zero-tolerance
practices and punitive measures such as suspensions and expulsions, over-reliance on law
enforcement tactics and ceding of disciplinary authority to law enforcement personnel,
and a history of systemic racism and inequality. These factors have an impact on all
students but have a disproportionate impact on historically disenfranchised youth.
Education Justice Alliance (2013, n.p.)
Restorative practices are processes that proactively build healthy relationships and a
sense of community to prevent and address conflict and wrongdoing. Restorative
practices are increasingly being applied in individual schools and school districts to
address youth behavior, rule violations, and to improve school climate and culture.
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Restorative practices can improve relationships between students, between students and
educators, and even between educators, whose behavior often serves as a role model for
students. They allow each member of the school community to develop and implement a
school’s adopted core values.
Restorative practices allow individuals who may have committed harm to take full
responsibility for their behavior by addressing the individual(s) affected by the behavior.
Taking responsibility requires understanding how the behavior affected others,
acknowledging that the behavior was harmful to others, taking action to repair the harm,
and making changes necessary to avoid such behavior in the future. Restorative practices
also represent a mindset that can help guide adult and youth behavior and relationship
management in schools, not another program. They are not intended to replace current
initiatives and evidence-based programs like Positive Behavior Interventions and
Supports (PBIS) or social and emotional learning models that assist in building a
foundation and culture of caring. Programs and initiatives like PBIS complement
restorative practices (NEA, 2016, n.p.).
Zero tolerance Any school discipline policy or practice that results in an automatic
disciplinary consequence such as suspension or expulsion for a student who commits a
listed offense. A school discipline policy may be a zero-tolerance policy even if
administrators have some discretion to modify the consequence on a case-by-case basis.
Zero-tolerance policies should be eliminated. (Dignity in Schools, 2019, p.8)
Zero-tolerance policies (b) mean school disciplinary polices that set predetermined
consequences or punishments for specific offenses or rule infractions. Zero-tolerance
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policies forbid persons in positions of authority from exercising discretion or changing
punishments to fit individual circumstances. (NEA, 2016, n.p.).
Appendix B: PBIS’s Multi-Tiered Framework

Figure 1: The PBIS pyramid (Office of Special Education Programs [OSEP]
Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports, 2019).
This figure illustrates how PBIS fits three levels of multi-tiered intervention.
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Appendix C: Restorative Practices and MTSS

Figure 2: Restorative practices and three tiers of intervention. (Baker, n.d.). This figure
illustrates how restorative practices fits three levels of multi-tiered intervention as well as
SEAL (Social Emotional Academic Learning). The discipline matrix referred to is the
matrix in Appendix H, the JK-R.
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Appendix D: Restorative Practices Continuum

Figure 3: Restorative Practices Continuum. Taken from https://www.iirp.edu/definingrestorative/restorative-practices-continuum
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol
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Appendix F: Consent Form
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Appendix G: Recruitment Flyer
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Appendix H: Participant Demographics Survey
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